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MEMBERS PRESENT:  Mr. May, Mrs. Ervin, Mrs.Williams, Mr. Jordan, Mr. Holmquist 
MEMBERS ABSENT:  Mr. Kilmartin 
ALSO PRESENT: Chairman McMahon, Mrs. Rapp, Dr. Chase, Mr. Plochocki and see also attached list 
 

Chairman Knapp called the meeting to order at 2:21 PM and welcomed everyone to the opening session of the 
2015 budget review, adding that he looks forward to a good debate over the next few weeks and sharing a lot of 
information. 
 

SOCPA (Including CNY Regional Planning Board) - pg. 3-151:  Andrew Maxwell, Planning Director, Don 
Jordan, Jr., Deputy Planning Director, Robin Coon, Administrative Assistant; Daniel Hammer, 
Management Analyst, Emilie Tisch, Management Analyst; David Bottar, Executive Director-CNY 
Regional Planning Board 
 

Mr. Maxwell distributed the following: 
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Mr. Maxwell presented the following: 
 
Good afternoon and thank you for the opportunity to present the 2015 budget for the Syracuse-Onondaga County 
Planning Agency, or SOCPA.  This afternoon I’m joined by our Deputy Director and GIS expert Don Jordan.  I’ll 
be leaning on Don to help with any questions about our GIS and Address Service operations.  Robin Coon, our 
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Administrative Assistant, as well as Mr. David Bottar from the Central New York Regional Planning and 
Development Board, who you will hear from shortly.  I’d also like to acknowledge Steve Morgan, Dan Hammer 
and Emilie Tisch from Management and Budget and thank them for all of their support through the budgeting 
process. 
 
I know that you’re kicking off your annual marathon of budget hearings today, so I want to thank you for your 
consideration and I’ll be respectful of your time. 
 
The Syracuse-Onondaga County Planning Agency provides and promotes effective planning by the County and 
City, as well as our many Towns and Villages.  Planning requires a long-range, comprehensive view to ensure 
high quality in the built environment, cost-effective infrastructure, stewardship of natural resources, and economic 
growth. 
 
The Agency is comprised of five programs, including four main divisions.  Our divisions include County Planning, 
City Planning, Geographic Information Systems, or GIS, and City Zoning.  These divisions are overseen by our 
fifth program – Administration – which is charged with determining the long-term direction of the Agency, and 
provides for various administrative functions.  As you know this structure was new to the Agency last year, and 
was established through a merging of City and County planning functions through a new agreement for SOCPA 
which was adopted by this body as well as the Syracuse Common Council. 
 
This new arrangement has brought a variety of benefits including a more formalized reporting structure within the 
Agency; greater collaboration between County and City planning activities; a synergy of professional planning 
resources that have enabled the Agency to offer a greater level of support to our Towns and Villages; and 
enhanced and expanded GIS capabilities that enable the County, as well as other municipalities within Onondaga 
County, to make the best possible decisions about development, infrastructure and a host of other issues by 
maximizing our ability to understand and display the data available to us. 

 
I just want to briefly run through a handful of highlights from the Agency’s activities in 2014: 

 We reached out to Town and Village officials, and provided assistance on a variety of planning efforts in 
Otisco, Clay, Cicero, Elbridge, Lysander, North Syracuse, Dewitt and other municipalities in the County.  
This included comprehensive planning efforts, zoning code revisions and data management, and is in 
keeping with our stated mission of being more proactive and service-oriented. 

 We hosted the Onondaga County Planning Federation’s 26th annual Planning Symposium to provide 
continuing education and state mandated training to hundreds of planning and zoning board members 
throughout Central New York. 

 We provided staff services to the Onondaga County Planning Board to review approximately 600 
municipal zoning and subdivision referrals, and conducted a number of multi-agency coordinated reviews 
with municipalities and project applicants on complex cases. 

 We acted as staff to the County Legislature’s Agriculture and Farmland Protection Board, including local 
review of a record 23 farms pursuing funding under the State’s conservation easement program. 

 We also have begun staffing the Onondaga County Agriculture Council. 

 We were successful in pursuing the adoption of the new Comprehensive Plan for the City of Syracuse, 
and have begun implementation of the Plan, including our efforts to overhaul the City’s zoning ordinance. 

 We administered state and federal grant programs like the Brownfield Opportunity Area and Local 
Waterfront Revitalization Program. 

 We provided staff support to the Syracuse Planning Commission, Board of Zoning Appeals, Landmark 
Preservation Board and Public Art Commission. 

 Our GIS team implemented an Enterprise GIS for Onondaga County to support critical County 
applications, and provided assistance to various departments, municipalities, other government 
organizations and the public. 

 Our GIS Division also upgraded the City-County GIS website that provides the public with access to 28 
layers of spatial data.  Since the site went live in 2005, over 750,000 visitors from more than 80 countries 
have spent over 88,000 hours learning about Onondaga County using this web application. 
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 And we continued to provide critical mapping and spatial data support for the implementation of 911’s new 
Computer Aided Dispatch system. 

 
I also want to mention a few of our strategic priorities for 2015: 

 Last year we had a lively and much appreciated discussion about the draft Sustainable Development Plan.  
I want to reiterate my desire to work with you to modify, improve and ultimately adopt this Plan.  As I have 
said in the past, I believe the parts of this Plan we agree on significantly outweigh the areas of 
disagreement, and adopting this Plan will help foster more robust and predictable growth and economic 
development in Onondaga County. 

 In 2014 we have placed a renewed emphasis on providing top notch planning and GIS supports to the 
Towns and Villages of our County.  We want to continue this mission in 2015, in part by realizing the GIS 
capacity we outlined last year.  We are pleased that local municipalities are recognizing the power that 
GIS has to aid in making better planning, infrastructure and economic development decisions, and are 
excited to better meet these needs. 

 You may notice an increase in our Travel and Training budget for 2015.  The purpose of this increase is 
to facilitate the establishment of a sort of scholarship program for enhanced education and training 
opportunities for Town and Village planning and municipal officials.  As we consider how to continue our 
mission of service to municipalities, I believe that providing opportunities for local officials to attend local 
and regional planning conferences will help them learn about best practices they can put to work right 
here in Onondaga County.  I would look to consult with you about the details of such a program. 
 

Looking at our budget numbers for 2015, we have a total local dollar budget of $3,264,771.  This is a slight 
increase from the 2014 modified number.  This increase is attributed partly to the Travel and Training program I 
just mentioned, but is primarily due to standard salary and wage increases.  Funded positions remain the same 
as in the 2014 budget.   
 
You’ll notice that even as a very small Agency, significant portions of our appropriations reflect programs and 
contract services for which we are reimbursed.  64% of our 2015 appropriations are in our 570 account for contract 
services, with $1.4 million in federal funding passing through our budget to the Syracuse Metropolitan 
Transportation Council, $2.4 million in state mandated appropriations to CENTRO, and just over $86,000 going 
to the Central New York Regional Planning and Development Board.  Further, 21% of our 2015 appropriations 
are reimbursed, with City Planning and Zoning services fully reimbursed through charges back to the City of 
Syracuse, and additional reimbursements from 911 Emergency Communications for GIS and Address 
Administration support.  What remains is just 15% of our budget which goes primarily toward County 
Administration, Planning and GIS functions. 
 
With that I would like to turn it over to David Bottar from one of our great partners - the Central New York Regional 
Planning and Development Board, to spend a few minutes discussing his organization and budget. 
 
Mr. Bottar thanked Mr. Maxwell and the committee, adding that he appreciates the opportunity to be here and 
has presented to the legislature for a number of years.  Mr. Bottar presented the following: 
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 CNYRPB Chair is Mrs. Rapp 

 Level funding request to each member county for over 10 years 

 Contract service revenue from municipalities or local development authorities who retain CNYRPB to assist with 

development of projects 

 Economic Development program operates with a number of partners in Onondaga County and across the 5 county 

region 

 Environmental Management focuses on water quality issues in CNY 

 Try to foster 5 county regional collaboration through bimonthly board  meetings 
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 More than planning activities, directly involved in project development across 5 county region, i.e. redevelopment of 

former Excellus bldg., prepared state grant application submitted this year, scored well by CNYRDC, if successful in 

statewide competition would expect project to receive $2.3M and helping to lineup over $15M in private bank financing 

 Active small business loan program operating in conjunction with other public lenders, lent funds to over 60 businesses 

totaling over $3.6M in Onondaga County, last couple of years obtained federal and state funds to recapitalize the loan 

pool – looking for opportunities in Onondaga County and welcome any inquires  

 Solarize Syracuse part of solar energy program – helps local homeowners consider installation of solar facilities on 

roofs, held 9 neighborhood forums, over 600 homeowners attended and 450 signed up for feasibility assessment of 

their home for solar installation; have federal and state funds for municipal solar procurement program across entire 

region, will hire technical engineering expertise to work with local municipalities to identify solar deployment 

opportunities on their properties, want to pool bid document offering the marketplace a much larger project than 

municipalities could do on their own,  could realize cost savings of 20%-30% if pool is large enough,  just getting started 

important program with a lot of staff time in 2015, will help municipalities reduce electric costs via solar facilities  

 Feasibility study completed by CHA in 2013 underscores development is feasible for CNY Intermodal Rail and Inland 

Port Center, working with  3Gi to pursue next step for the project  

 Building on Onondaga County’s Save the Rain initiative  

 Just some of the projects they will be working on in the coming year with the County’s support 

 

Mr. Maxwell said they would take any questions the committee may have. 

In answer to Mrs. Ervin, Mr. Maxwell said the travel and training increase (pg. 3-151 Line A694010) was not a 
big number, but was a significant percentage increase.  They are talking about providing planning and 
municipality officials at the town and village level the opportunity to take advantage of some of the conferences 
in CNY and around the state.  This is an idea, something they wanted to talk about today.  There are a lot of 
great things going on around the country that local people could learn from.  It has been a benefit to them and 
they would like to set something up where by it could be a benefit to others as well.   
 
Chairman Knapp said that towns and villages are where the “rubber hits the road” and if they can get additional 
help and training it would be great.   Mr. Maxwell said many of the town and village planning board members are 
volunteers who put in a lot of hard work and this could be a real benefit to them.  So much of the planning work 
is done at that level and they want to help support it.  Chairman Knapp agreed, adding that it could alleviate 
problems down the road.  
 
In answer to Mr. May, Mr. Andrews said that the divisional structure, put in place last year, is a very good balance.  
They are not a big agency and the division structure allows them to meet their obligations to the boards and 
commissions they staff, a primary function for them at both the city and county level. They are not the agency 
that has planning authority per se, they staff the boards and commissions that do.  With a small staff they struggle 
to do all that they are asked to do, but feel that they are absolutely meeting their obligations. They have talked 
about growing their capacity on the County Planning and GIS side, particularly with all that they have done with 
the GIS Enterprise Server project.  They are receiving more requests from towns and villages and are struggling 
to keep up with those requests, but the staff working hard to do this.   
 
Mr. May said that one of the bullets (see 4th slide) mentioned the hard work of Megan Costa and the Farmland 
Protection Board members in the last round of farmland protection grants.  Extensive work and time was put into 
this and it was unfortunate that the process ended the way that it did.  However, areas have been identified in 
which they can help fortify a critical industry in this County with farmland protection or ways for farmers to stay 
in agriculture and to develop and grow smartly.  A plan needs to be in place to accommodate this process and 
ensure that farmers making application have an opportunity to get into the system.  This was disappointing.  Mr. 
Maxwell responded: 

 Scrambled with the changes made this year at the state level, program structure and emphasis placed on different 
aspects was a real challenge; appreciate the patience of board members and everyone involved 
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 Remain committed to figuring best possible approach without knowing what will happen at the state level, 

collaborative partnership between SOCPA, board members, farmers, Soil and Water, Cornell Cooperative 
Extension and so on, doesn’t have the answer today, are doing work relative to the ag districts and ag council, 
want to be a part of this, real challenge with staff capacity, don’t no if  the state program will be funded, lack of 
predictability is hard, important industry in our county, want to be a positive part of this discussion and will try to 
provide support 
 

Chairman McMahon asked Mr. Maxwell to talk about last year’s consolidation, the experiences and where they 
are today.  Mr. Maxwell said the first thing they saw was the benefit of having City and County planners working 
together.  These are all very capable staff members who already knew one another and had worked together in 
different ways, but getting the staff working together in a unified way was something that brought out everyone’s 
abilities and expertise more so than ever before.  Additionally, their interactions with the city, towns and villages 
are more proactive.  They have spread the word about the services that they can provide and are working with 
more municipalities than ever before.  Services are provided at no additional charge, as they are County taxpayers 
who pay for all of those in the agency.  They have done some “back of the envelope” estimates as to the dollars 
saved at the town and village level, if those municipalities were to hire their own people or a planning consultant, 
and would be happy to share that information.  In addition, the clarity that they now have in their structure is a 
benefit to everyone as far as the transparency.  Chairman McMahon asked to be provided with specifics on 
the support services provided to towns and villages.    
 
Chairman McMahon said that predevelopment meetings are very valuable for potential development 
projects and asked if they tracked the number of meetings they have had on different projects.  Mr. 
Andrews said that he doesn’t think they track them, but will go back to the work plan and see.  They have 
been doing more of these and try to express to both applicants and municipalities that they are here to support 
the process.  The earlier they know about projects the better and the more they can help to streamline and deal 
with hurdles associated with development at different levels.  Providing coordinated review meetings is something 
that they try to do, but it is at the discretion of the applicant.  Chairman McMahon added that they are doing 
this in the City now.  Mr. Maxwell agreed, adding that they do dozens of them a year.  Chairman McMahon 
said that this was information he was looking for.  Mr. Maxwell responded that they track this and will 
provide the numbers. 
  
In answer to Chairman Knapp, Mr. Maxwell clarified that his position and administrative functions are a 50% 
split, County Planning and GIS divisions are funded via County local dollars, 3 positions in County Planning and 
5 in GIS with 2 positions fully funded by 911 and City costs are 3 positions in City Planning and 6 in City Zoning.  
Chairman McMahon referenced pg. 3-154 and reiterated that the City Zoning and City Planning is covered by 
the abstract, the administration line is a split and County Planning and GIS lines are local County tax dollars.  
Mr. Maxwell confirmed this was correct.  

 
Chairman Knapp asked if they expected to exceed their 2014 budget on any lines, adding that this will be a 
standard question for everyone.  Mr. Maxwell said they have had a few minimal budget transfer and are not 
looking at budget overages. Chairman Knapp said this was appreciated.   Mr. Maxwell then apologized saying 
that they might, he doesn’t want to make any promises.  
 
In answer to Chairman Knapp, Mr. Morgan confirmed that the abstract was decreasing $40,000.  The 
consolidation happened midyear in 2013, too late to charge the typical amounts on the 2013 abstract, therefore 
2014 included a portion of 2013 and the 2014 charges.    
 
Chairman Knapp said that back when they discussed consolidation they talked about strategic code and zone 
ordinances and asked what they were.  Mr. Maxwell responded that as part of the code and zoning work they 
have been reaching out and working individually with different municipalities and expressing their support for 
local planning efforts.  One thing they have talked about with the Home Builders and Remodelers Association of 
CNY is their interest in seeing coordination between municipal code officials.  This is a discussion piece, they 
want to be involved to the extent that municipalities would like them to.  They believe there is some opportunity, 
but it is a bit of education at the town and village level and they are not looking to force their way into it.     
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Chairman McMahon asked what happens in the event that the planning staff working with individual boards 
come across an issue that is much the same for interpretation, yet the City Planning staff interpret it one way 
and the County Planning staff interpret it in another.  Mr. Maxwell responded that staff board work is part of the 
reason for their division structure.  Individuals charged with staffing each board are charged with interpreting 
whatever is relevant at the divisional level.  Legal interpretation comes from the City’s Corporation Counsel and 
County Attorney’s office.  They have some separation and he believes it makes since.   They haven’t had an 
incident where a disagreement pulled people in different directions and he attributes this to the structure.  
 
Mr. Holmquist apologized for being late and going over anything that may have already been covered.  As stated 
last year, he objects to the homepage of ongov.net advertising the Agenda 21 Sustainability Plan as if it was a 
County document and the policy of Onondaga County.  The Legislature does not support this.  He is frustrated 
and realizes that it is very unlikely that this is Mr. Maxwell’s decision.  The County Legislature is charged with 
policy and budget and hasn’t funded this, doesn’t support it, isn’t going to support it and yet it remains at the top 
of the homepage when thousands of County and City residents are interested in other issues, i.e. applying for a 
pistol permit.   
 
Mr. Holmquist said that he was not expecting a reply, but someone needs to answer this.  Chairman Knapp said 
the message was sent and received.  Mr. Maxwell said that he fondly recalls the discussion from last year and 
appreciates the dialogue on the issue.   As mentioned before Mr. Holmquist entered, the plan is still on his plate 
and something that he would like to work on with the legislature, understanding that in its current form it is not 
acceptable to Mr. Holmquist and a number of his colleagues.   
 
In answer to Mr. Jordan, Mr. Maxwell reiterated the travel and training increase (pg. 3-151 Line A694010) was 
relative to their desire to provide opportunities for town and village planning board and town board members to 
attend local and regional planning conferences.  Conferences have been a benefit to SOCPA and is a door that 
they would like to open for them, acknowledging all the hard work that they do at that level.  This is something 
they believe will elevate the overall planning capacity as a community and something he wanted to explore with 
the Legislature.   
 
Mr. Jordan said that contractual expenses were spread out amongst different parts of their budget in the breakout 
book and asked him to elaborate.  Mr. Maxwell responded that the 570 account (pg. 3-151 Line A695700) 
outlines a number of items which are mostly pass-through funds; federal funds pass through their budget for 
SMTC.  Mr. Jordan asked if contract services were being provided by SMTC for the full line of their budget.  Mr. 
Maxwell said not for the full line - Centro and the Regional Planning and Development Board account for the 
rest.   
 
Chairman Knapp said legislators appreciated their time and the well-organized presentation. Two things he 
would like to highlight on their way out 1) he assisted Lafayette with their farmland protection program and 
wanted to thank Don Jordan for his help with the process – provided a lot of backup material and great maps, 2) 
appreciates SOCPA stepping up with Matt Millea and Justin Sayles leaving the Agriculture Council there was a 
state of flux and they graciously stepped in to help get things on an even keel.  Mr. Maxwell responded that they 
were happy to do it and are still getting their arms around it.  Mr. Knapp said it was a good organization, doing 
great things and they really appreciate it.     
 
The meeting was recessed at 3:05 PM. Respectfully submitted, 

 

  
 KATHERINE M. FRENCH, Deputy Clerk 
 Onondaga County Legislature 

 
 
 



WAYS & MEANS COMMITTEE 2015 BUDGET REVIEW OF PLANNING DEPTS.  – SEPTEMBER 16, 2014      13                     
  

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


