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Our view: Next mayor must build on recent growth
Downtown finally beginning to show signs of progress

GateHouse News Service
Posted Sep 06, 2011 @ 09:00 PM

   

Part of Mayor David Roefaro’s legacy will be the roundabout at Oneida Square — a project currently under way and one that has been
roundly criticized in the community as being disruptive and a waste of taxpayer dollars. But the final chapter on that hasn’t been
written yet — completion is expected this fall — and we maintain that the end result will be better than the obnoxious tangle of lights
that once dominated that spot. Time will tell.

But one part of Roefaro’s legacy that critics should not argue with is his commitment to development over demolition. The evidence is
clear.

The key will be for Utica’s next mayor — be it Robert Cardillo, Michael Cerminaro or Rob Palmieri — to continue what in recent
months has been notable progress. This can’t be about personalities or political feathers in caps; in the end what really matters is that
after many stagnant years, downtown revitalization finally appears to be headed in the right direction. Consider:

* Black River Systems, a company that designs and analyzes sensor systems and the high-performance software that goes with them,
has expanded to more than 50 employees, most of them at the company headquarters at 162 Genesee St. It has outgrown its space
there, but is in the midst of a major renovation of the building next door so it can accommodate the additional workers — all in
downtown Utica.

* Architect David Bonacci is refurbishing a building at Bleecker and John streets into a mix of office and residential space. His firm
and an insurance office will do business on the lower floor, while Bonacci and his wife will live in an upper-floor loft. Next door,
private developers have purchased and rehabilitated three adjacent buildings. They include a martial arts studio, several bars and
upper-floor residences. That entire block had been slated for demolition.

* Accountant Craig Podosek plans to convert two floors in the Winston Building at 230 Genesee St. into apartments and one floor
into office space. Meanwhile, Tom Torchia of Pizza Classic at 180 Genesee St. plans to update the kitchen and renovate the second
and third floors of the building he owns next door for use by a business.

Add to this recent development of the former Doyle Hardware building, planned development of the Trackside Tavern at Bagg
Square, along with a remodeled Cobblestone Building at 401 Broad St., which now includes businesses, loft apartments and a café.

To be sure, there’s work to be done. A pharmacy is desperately needed. Roefaro had promised to secure another one when Rite Aid
pulled out in 2007, but nothing came of it. A convenience store where downtown dwellers can buy basic groceries is needed, too.
With more people moving into loft apartments, these two staples should be high priority for the next mayor.

And then there’s parking. That, too, has eluded the Roefaro administration, beginning with a ditched plan to build a garage in the
Charlotte/Elizabeth/Bleecker streets area followed by  several other half-baked plans that fortunately fizzled. A solid parking plan is
needed, especially if the city expects to lure tenants to the City Center building on Genesee Street.

But there is a foundation to build on. Most of the new projects — and some waiting in the wings — have received partial government
funding, but developers’ willingness to become partners indicates a belief that downtown Utica can come back. And that can be a
catalyst for more growth. The next mayor needs to advance the ball.
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