M SHAMING THE GOVERNOR
PUSH calls out Pataki’s neglect in poorest neighborhoods
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n some of Buffalo’s East and West Side

neighborhoods, children who wake up

in the morning eager to get outside and

enjoy the summer sun are greeted in-

stead by ratinfested, condemned hous-
es. PUSH Buffalo (People United for Sus-
tainable Housing) estimates that the State of
New York is responsible for 1,499 neglected
and abandoned properties in the city. On
July 12, PUSH opened a new front in their
campaign to shame Governor George Pataki
into forcing the state agency that owns these
derelict properties to take responsibility for
them.

The plan is to nail eight-by-five-foot pieces of
plywood to the doors of as many condemned
buildings as possible. The large pieces of ply-
wood are complete with a stencil drawing of
Pataki, a sentence about the problem and a
phone number to his office for complaints
(518474-8390). The goal is to keep the
neighborhood secure from the threats these
buildings pose and draw attention to the fact
that MBBA, the agency that holds the mort-
gages on these properties, has not taken re-
sponsibility for the problem. The first piece
of plywood was nailed to a condemned house
near the corner of Grant and Delevan. Prior
to the hammering of the first nails, members
of the community were given a chance to
speak out to those who have the resources to
do something about the problem.

Deloris Howard, a Buffalo resident who
lives next door to a condemned house and
across the street from two more has recently
moved to Buffalo and believes it is a beauti-
ful city that needs to be updated. She spoke
out emotionally about the hard work she has
done to her own home and the difficulties
that the nearby condemned buildings pose
to her family.

“I would like to see Mr. Pataki come to this
neighborhood for one half hour and see
what we are going through and what our
children are going through,” said Howard.
“We are living in fear because of these aban-
doned buildings. Our children need a safe
environment to live in to grow up healthy;
they need a place to play. To those that have
the privilege to take care of this put your feet
in our shoes and try to understand what we
are feeling.”

In 2003, the City of Buffalo sold tax liens
on about 1,500 properties to the Municipal
Bond Banking Agency (MBBA). The deal
was supposed to lead to a more efficient
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PUSH'S Aaron Bartley and Erik Walker nail the
first of their Pataki signs over the doorway of a
condemned house on the West Side.

rehab, resale or demolition of these proper-
ties. Instead, on the East and West Sides of
Buffalo, an average of two homes per block
are condemned and rotting as a direct result
of dealings with MBBA. Thousands of these
homes sit vacant and neglected with no plan
in sight for restoration or sale to responsible
homeowners.

PUSH has been the city’s only line of defense
against the problem. They’ve done whatever
possible to increase awareness about this
topic, even going door-to-door petitioning
people to get involved in their cause and ap-
pearing in various media outlets throughout
the city.

“PUSH represents people who want better
for their neighborhood, want something to
be done and want someone to take respon-
sibility for what is going on where we live,”
said PUSH’s Eric Walker. “Its high time that
people who are responsible and people who
have resources like Pataki, MBBA, and the
housing financial agency should take re-
sponsibility for them. Show the City of Buf-
falo that there is a viable solution and there
is leadership.”

There is increased optimism among the
members of PUSH and throughout the com-
munity that this new campaign will reach
Pataki’s office. These rundown homes will
not be as easy to ignore with a picture of the
governor firmly planted on the door. The
fact that most Buffalo media outlets were
on-hand to witness the nailing of the first
piece of plywood shows that PUSH has been
successful in getting the attention of Buffalo-
nians. The question that remains is whether
their efforts will reach Governor Pataki’s of-
fice.

“We cannot stand by as children wander
through open, vacant, neglected proper-
ties,” said PUSH’s Aaron Bartley. “There are
dangers in the form of mold, rats, asbestos
and falling debris. Damages caused by the
MBBA and Pataki’s neglect total well over
ten million dollars. To our knowledge Gov-
ernor Pataki has never been to our neighbor-
hood and we want him to see these homes
in person.”

—michael a. colucci

B WASTED TIME

Few changes made to county charter despite countless hours of work
from Erie County Charter revision commission

n the aftermath of the county budget

crisis of 2004, Erie County residents be-

gan to search for answers. How could

this happen, who screwed up? When

anything fails, from a business to a sports
team to a government, it is human nature to
look for a scapegoat. Joel Giambra became
the Scott Norwood of county government,
shouldering the blame for a government that
fell short in its most important responsibil-
ity—the public’s money. A review commission
was established in April of 2005 to look into
ways to change the county charter (county
constitution). Over a year later, the changes
proposed by this commission all seem to lead
back to the same question: Is it the system of
government that failed, or have the elected
officials functioning within the system failed?

The Charter Revision Commission submit-
ted 44 potential changes to the County Leg-
islature. Of those, 33 were accepted in a July
13 vote. Although it appears that the majority
were accepted, almost every proposal that in-
volved a substantial change was flat out reject-
ed. Most of the 33 changes that were accepted
were clerical and administrative changes that
can be described as nothing more than sim-
ple housekeeping. The commission’s work
represented arguably the first serious effort
to change the charter since its inception, as
well as the last time it will be reviewed for the
next decade.

Since the formation of the commission, there
have been four open and advertised public
meetings, though attendance was so sparse it
was laughable. Some legislators may have felt
that the public was not informed on the issues
and thus took them out of the public’s hands.
However, the lack of attendance of said meet-
ings, which took place in June and July, can
easily be attributed to the hectic nature of
summer schedules and not a lack of interest.
Low turnout at public meetings rarely trans-
lates to low turnout at the voter booths.

Legislator Kathy Konst, representing District
5, expressed her concern that the public
meetings did little to inform those in atten-
dance of the issues. She felt that even the Leg-
islature was at times left uninformed due to
the nature of the meetings.

“The public hearings assumed that every-
one had already done research,” said Konst.
“Then they were given a chance to talk about
the issues, there was no presentation. What
needed to happen was to have presentations,
and the fact that the Legislature did not make
an effort to get a presentation from the com-
mision is a shame.”

The most notable proposal that was rejected
was a hybrid system of government. In the
hybrid system, a county manager would have
been introduced who would handle the day-
to-day activities of government. The county
executive would have stayed in place as a
long-term visionary and key spokesman to
the public. The county manager would not
be an elected position, but rather would be
appointed by a national search committee
chosen by the county executive, the chair of
the Legislature and the majority and minority
leaders. Some lawmakers expressed a desire
to have a community member on the commit-
tee as well, although it wasn’t written into the
proposal.

If the hybrid system were passed by a majority
vote of the Legislature, it would’ve then gone
to a public vote by the people of Erie County.
Any changes being made to the charter that
result in a change in powers of elected offi-
cials have to go to a citizen vote before they
can be passed. When the proposal was shot

down by the Legislature, the vote was taken
out of the hands of Erie County citizens.

Legislator Cynthia Locklear, representing Dis-
trict 9, voted in favor of the hybrid system. She
feels that Erie County is entitled to a govern-
ment in which two people can work together,
each focusing on his individual skills. Accord-
ing to Locklear, taking the vote out of the
hands of the people was a selfish act by the
Legislature.

“I knew that the chances of this getting passed
were very low,” said Locklear. “I didn’t think
there would be more than six or seven legisla-
tive votes in support. The Legislature should
notact as a filter to prevent this question from
going to the people. It is shameful that leg-
islators think they have superior knowledge
over the public. The community needs to
know they had a right to vote on this and they
should be calling their legislators.”

Many lawmakers said they couldn’t support
the hybrid system, because they felt that it was
elected officials who failed, not the system
of government they were using. Like most
systems of government, the hybrid has been
effective in certain parts of the country and
has failed in others. Although the hybrid was
proposed as a budget-neutral system, there
was still concern that in these spare times, the
salaries of the county manager and his staff
would end up costing more than the current
system.

George Arthur, chair of the Charter Revision
Commission, was not in favor of the hybrid
system. He believes that rather than create
a new county manager position the deputy
county executive should have expanded du-
ties. He admitted that the Legislature did not
take his proposal seriously, and it, too, was vot-
ed down last week. According to Arthur, the
county manger would have signed a four- or
five-year contract, which would not make him
accountable to the taxpayers.

“The meltdown that took place in the county
was not the charter,” said Arthur. “No one
can pinpoint where the charter failed. It was
caused by bad political decisions. If you have
a county executive who has good professional
people around him/her, then you don’t need
a county manager. In any system of govern-
ment bad decisions are bad decisions. It’s not
the system of government, it’'s who is there to
make the decisions.”

Those supporting the hybrid system argued
that if our county government can fail based
on the bad decisions of one elected official,
that is reason enough for change. In theory,
a hybrid system would balance the power be-
tween two highly qualified individuals, maxi-
mizing the talents of each by allowing him to
focus on his areas of skill.

There are many different opinions about
the hybrid system, and it remains the focus
of much debate. Given its high profile in the
media, it is perhaps most surprising that the
Legislature defeated the hybrid government
proposal. Other notable proposals rejected by
the Legislature include:

—The establishment of Blueprint for Change,
an attempt to put a friendlier face on the
county’s health and human services. Indi-
viduals in need of service would only have to
fill out one form and the system would auto-
matically let them know what services they’re
qualified for. In the end, it was an attempt at
consolidation.

—The establishment of minimum require-
ments for all department heads, an effort to
place better-qualified individuals into office.



—A process for removing a county executive
that would be similar to impeachment.

—The redefining of the deputy executive’s
job, making him more of a county manager.

—Term limits, pay hikes/pay cuts, a fouryear
term for legislators and the reshaping of the
legislative staff. All items that would poten-
tially affect the job security of the legislators
were squashed. In fact, establishing term lim-
its for legislatures was never even brought to
the floor for a vote.

—LEstablishing a borrowing cap for the county
ata given time.

Of the 33 changes accepted by the Legisla-
ture, the most notable and productive change
involves the expansion of the duties of the
county comptroller. Under the previous char-
ter, the county executive prepared revenue
estimates and only those within his office had
the opportunity to review them. Additionally,
the executive was the only person who could
declare a budget crisis. That system failed hor-
ribly in the recent budget crisis.

In the months leading up to that crisis, many
legislators anticipated errors in the revenue
estimates, but there was nothing they could
do about it. County Executive Joel Giambra
made a revenue estimate that was off by over
$100 million. As it became increasingly clear
that the county was in a state of financial tur-
moil, Giambra became more and more reluc-
tant to declare a crisis in a last ditch effort to
save face. His lack of initiative ended up mak-
ing matters much worse by the time he finally
declared a budget crisis.

Legislature Chairwoman Lynn Marinelli said
that several legislators anticipated a deficit
long before the public was made aware of
it. She said it was extremely frustrating when
Giambra refused to declare a deficit or pro-
vide a plan for dealing with it.

“Several of us were suspicious of a deficit back
in the spring of 04 but could not get the ex-
ecutive to declare it and give us a plan,” said
Marinelli. “This was before the public was
made aware of it. If we could have gotten the
executive to declare one we could have blunt-
ed the effects of the deficit.”

Under the new charter, the comptroller will
be given the authority to review the revenue
estimates and check for accuracy. The comp-

troller will also have the authority to declare
a budget crisis if the county should find itself
in financial trouble again. The comptroller’s
office will act as an independent watchdog
over the county executive, overseeing various
monies and accounts.

County Comptroller Mark Polancarz feels that
having more duties in his office will ultimately
save taxpayers money. In the months leading
up to the recent legislative vote, he said, the
hybrid system of government gobbled up the
headlines but was not the most important
change being proposed to the charter.

“My office will be given additional powers,”
said Polancarz. “When the county executive
issues a new budget my office has the power
to review the revenue estimates. All revenue
recovery efforts will now be kept in my office.
Little things like this don’t get the big head-
lines but save taxpayers money in the long
run. The comptroller will now be the true
chief fiscal officer.”

The work of the commission has been rec-
ognized by most involved as thorough and
extensive. General consensus is that it went
above and beyond the call of duty and showed
deep concern for the county in its recom-
mendations to the Legislature. However, the
fact that the charter was hardly changed and
won’t be looked at again for ten years is puz-
zling and raises serious questions about what
the next decade has in store for the county.

The issues that were denied by the Legislature
are by no means dead. They will continue to
be debated and should play a big role in the
next set of elections.

In a city that has publicly cried out for change,
though, this was a golden opportunity missed
to make meaningful changes. The best po-
litical minds that our county has to offer put
countless hours into fixing the county’s prob-
lems, and all they managed, in the end, was to
expand the comptroller’s duties.

“There is a hunger in this community to have
an active involvement in our form of govern-
ment and make it more accountable,” said
Locklear. “The failure of the Legislature to
engage in any meaningful debates about
these keystone elements is an insult to voters
and a disgrace on the Legislature.”

—michael a. colucci av
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OF COURSE, IT'S NOT HARD To
IMAGINE WHAT THEYD BE SAYING
70 DISGRUNTLED DEMOCRATS IF

AS THE LIEBERMAN-LAMONT RACE
HEATS UP, CONCERNED REPUBL(-
CANS HAVE PLENTY OF ADVICE FOR

by TOM TOMORROW

NONETHELESS, ACCORDING TO DAVID
BROOKS, THE LAMONT CHALLENGE
"CAN ONLY BE DESCRIBED AS A

Villa Maria College

. ...everything you're looking for!

The design program at Villa is very
strong and all the teachers are simply
amazing. It's totally in depth.

— Anthony Feuerstein
Interior Design

Fall Classes Begin
August 28 [

APPLY TODAY

MISGUIDED CONNECTICUT DEMOCRATS!
VOTING AGAINST LIEBERMAN WILL
BE VERY BAD FOR YOUR PARTY!

WE ONLY WANT
WHAT'S BEST
FOR YOUR PARTY!

SURELY You Do
NoT DoUBT OUR
SINCERITY?

LAMONT'S SUPPORTERS ARE ALSO
DENOUNCED AS OUT-OF-STATE
MEDDLERS--8Y OUT-OF-STATE

PUNDITS AND EDITORIAL WRITERS...
HOW DARE THESE CARPETBAGGERS
INTRUDE. ON THE GOOD, SIMPLE

FOLK OF CONNECTICUT!

A SENATE RACE SHOULD
BE A QUIET, NEIGH-
BORLY AFFAIR! LIKE A
BARNRAISING! oR
A CHURCH S50CIAL!

ISSUE_OF THE DAY--

LIEBERMAN WEREN'T FACING A
CHALLENGER...

SNICKER! (F YOU MOONBATS DON'T
LIKE LIEBERMAN--FIND YOURSELVES
ANOTHER CANDIDATE !

GUFFAW! THAT'S HOwW
DEMOCRACY WORKS,
YOU KNOW!

THEY ARE ACCUSED OF HAVING A
WEIRD AND OBSESSIVE Focus oN

A SINGLE ISSUE--LIEBERMAN'S
ONGOING SUPPORT FOR THE WAR...

UM~-THAT'S NOT REALLY TRUE--
BUT EVEN IF T WERE, THE WAR
IS PRETTY MUCH THE DEFINING

LIBERAL INQUISITION"... A "PURGE...
If BY “"PURGE" YOU MEAN 'VOTERS
CHOOSING TO SUPPORT A CANDIDATE
WHO RESPRESENTS THEIR VIEWS

RATHER THAN YOURS..."

THAT 15 EXACTLY
WHAT I MEAN,

v

AS FOR LIEBERMAN HIMSELF--HE
APPARENTLY BELIEVES HE IS EN-
TITLED TO HIS JOB No MATIER WHAT
CONNECTICUT DEMOCRATS THINK...
IF T DON'T WIN THE PRIMARY, I'LL
RUN AS AN INDEPENDENT! AND
IF T LOSE THE ELECTION--T'LL
BARRICADE MYSELF IN MY OFFICE!

i1's MY SEAT--AND BBl ATTABOY, JOE!

I'M NOT GIVING

IT UP!

'FM T’M’RROW(;)Q.OOG.. . www.thismodernworld.com

WNY’S TWO YEAR PRIVATE COLLEGE
Business Management | Early Childhood Education | Education Studies (K-6)
Fine Art | Graphic Design (New Media) | Health Sciences (Pre-Chiropractic)
Interior Design (AAS and BFA degree) | Jazz | Liberal Art | Music
Music Business | Photography | Physical Therapist Assistant

716.896.0700 | 240 PINE RIDGE RD BUFFA

not just hair anymore

now offering
manicure & pedicure
services

Prst, new york
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