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unding, tax breaks, and land are 
available for projects of all scales 
to assist development companies 

of all sizes as they take advantage of a 
post-pandemic economic recovery in 
Western New York.

Business First recently invited a panel 
of experts to discuss the attractive 
opportunities that await those with 
plans to put a shovel in the ground or 
rebuilt and renovate. 

Panelists were:
•  John Cappellino, president and 

CEO, Erie County Industrial 
Development Agency 

 •  Jeffrey Roloson, president, LaBella 
Associates PC

•  Richard Stanton, director of 
development, City of Lackawanna 

•  Don Warrant, director, Freed Maxick 
CPAs PC 

Though private money will always 
be crucial in development, there 
are programs from local, state, 
and federal government that will 
contribute to a project.

 Local government, Stanton said, 
plays a large supporting role in 
development activity.   

“People come to us because they 
want to get into the ground,” he said. 
“We’re the on-the-ground interface.”

The work Lackawanna does with 

developers has multiple steps and 
phases, Stanton said. The city assesses 
the project for zoning, planning, and 
environmental compliance. The city 
walks the developer through the 
planning process and determines and 
resolves any barriers to the project. 
The city moves the project to the 
permitting phase.  

Much of the city’s work is in 
collaborating with various agencies 
outside of its jurisdiction, the ECIDA, 
Erie County, the Department of 
Environmental Conservation, and the 
federal government among them. 

“We work together on the big projects 
coming in and try to put a project 
together that will work on all levels,” 

Stanton said. “That’s where we’ve seen 
leadership that has been working.”

The ECIDA managed to continue 
its mission during the pandemic. 
Cappellino praised his staff and the 
business community for modifying 
their operations and working together 
to keep critical services and industries 
operating through the rolling 
shutdowns. 

Despite the changing state laws, a 
personnel change at the top of the 
agency, virtual board meetings and 
staff working remotely, the ECIDA was 
able to continue to move projects 
through its approval process during the 
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2020 pandemic year, Cappellino said. 
“We got a lot of businesses 

continuing to see opportunities for 
some areas of the economy that were 
really difficulty hit,” Cappellino said. 

Almost immediately when the 
pandemic hit, the ECIDA  launched 
initiatives prompted by state and 
federal governments to help the small-
business community. 

The state legislature passed special 
legislation that allowedAs across New 
York to use some of their revenue to 
provider grants to small businesses 
for personal protective equipment 
purchases. The program targeted 
women-owned and minority-owned 
businesses in high-minority census 
tracts and, unusual for the ECIDA, non-
profit organizations. 

 “People came in for everything 
from masks and gloves to partitions 
to air-handling systems, so we were 
able provide a lot of relief for that,” 
Cappellino said. 

More than $700,000 was awarded in 
$10,000 grants.

The ECIDA’s lending program, also, 
had strong interest from the business 
community, particularly regarding 
buying working capital, equipment and 
supplies for reopening, Cappellino said. 
The program was targeted at small 
businesses of 50 employees or fewer 
and was supported by an additional $5 
million in a special loan fund provided 
by the federal government.

“We wanted to structure it as close to 
a grant as we could,” Cappellino said. 
“The first year of these loans there’s no 
interest and no payments. The second 
year it’s interest only at 1%. It was a real 
effective program.”

While the ECIDA loaned the entire 
$5 million, its traditional loan fund has 
additional lending capacity, he said. 
New programs will be rolled out soon.

“We’re trying to figure out the best 
ways to be a backbone of the business 
community,” he said. 

The ECIDA also has been working on 
two major projects: the Renaissance 
Commerce Park at the former 
Bethlehem Steel site and the proposed 
agri-business park at the former Eden-
Angola airport site. 

Such projects begin with developers 
and funders talking with city and 
county elected officials regarding 
their vision for the developments they 
would like to see in their communities, 
Cappellino said. 

For the Renaissance Commerce 
Park, the ECIDA conducted market 
research and found strong interest in 
development of the site.

“It was loud and clear to our group 
that people wanted to see the site 
move forward,” he said. “They wanted 
to see new growth and new activity. 
There was a real strong legacy there. 
People understood the history of 
that site and wanted to see forward 
momentum and have that site move 
back to productive use.”

Prep work has begun on the site. 

There’s a public road, the first since the 
late 1800s. A spec building is planned, 
and a feasibility study is underway 
to extend the existing bike path to 
Woodlawn Beach. Sewer lines into the 
property are planned. 

 “There’s a lot of interest, a lot of 
activity, a lot of excitement,” he said.  
“It’s almost like people are looking to 
harvest and we haven’t had the seeds 
in the ground yet. We’re really just 
trying to get the site prepped.” 

The agri-business park initiative 
involves the purchase of 240 acres of 
a former airport in the town of Evans. 
While the project is in the earliest of 
stages of master planning, there is 
much community excitement about 
the opportunities there. Cappellino 
said the intention is to have businesses 
locate there that would be supporting 
agriculture and food systems in the 
region. 

Developers have been taking 
advantage of state tax benefits of 

redeveloping something Western 
New York has plenty of: brownfields. 
However, the program is set to expire 
in December 2022, and developers 
seemingly have paused to consider 
what’s next, Roloson said. 

There is some anticipation that the 
tax credit program will continue as 
Sen. Tim Kennedy has proposed a 
bill to extend the benefit for 10 years 
and offered to increase staff and 
other support to the Department of 
Environmental Conservation and the 
Department of Health and other state 
agencies that help administer the 
program.  

“He also has earmarked some 
funding that would support renewable 
energy projects taking advantage of 
brownfield opportunities and sites 
as well as environmental justice 
communities,” Roloson said. “With 
that, he is trying to de-clunk some 
of the process, clarify it and make 
it more easily administered, which 

would be a huge advantage.”
 Efforts are underway on the federal 

level that would allow a developer to 
deduct the full cost of remediating a 
site in the year they incurred the cost, 
he said.

The Opportunity Zones program, a 
federal tax program created in 2017, 
offers developers the ability to finance 
projects that are in designated census 
tracts.

“That was the point of the program, 
to take monies that were not being 
realized by taxpayers and put 
the dollars to work in distressed 
communities in eligible census tracts,” 
Warrant said.   

How it works is an investor or 
developer triggers capital gains and 
rather than report and pay tax on that 
amount, he or she invests in a qualified 
opportunity fund, then the fund itself 
either acquires the property directly 
or it acquires an interest in a business 
that is in one of the census tracts, 
Warrant said. 

Investments made by Dec. 31 of this 
year and held to 2026 will avoid 10% 
of the taxes that otherwise would have 
had to be paid on the capital gains, he 
said. 

The program was introduced in 
2017, and some clarification on various 
aspects, such as what constitutes 
ownership in a project, is forthcoming, 
he said. 

There are more than 8,000 across 
the country including 500 in New York 
State. Many are in Western New York. 
Specific locations can be found on the 
ECIDA and the IRS websites, Warrant 
said. 

A start-up business should consider 
locating in an Opportunity Zone, 
Warrant said. The program was 
designed to encourage real estate 
development but was expanded later 
to include start-up businesses and 
make the process more user-friendly 
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Don L. Warrant, CPA, Director, Freed Maxick CPAs says, ““That 
was the point of the program, to take monies that were not being 
realized by taxpayers and put the dollars to work in distressed 
communities in eligible census tracts.” 

ECONOMIC DEVLEOPMENT, continued

John Cappellino, President and CEO, ECIDA says, “We got a lot of businesses continuing to see 
opportunities for some areas of the economy that were really difficulty hit.” 

See ECONOMIC DEVLEOPMENT, Page 24
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for them, he said. 
A start-up business locating in an 

eligible census tract can attract the 
funds into the project. The business 
can put in place a “working capital 
safe harbor” during which the money 
is spent on the development of that 
business, and the business then 
would operate within the rules of the 
Opportunity Zone program, Warrant 
said. 

The repurposing of the Boulevard 
Mall and a similar project at the 
McKinley Mall are examples of projects 
that were started in response to shifts 
in society practice and culture that 
began well before the pandemic and 
were accelerated by it. 

There was trepidation and 
uneasiness in surrounding communities 
at the shutting down of such long-
time landmarks. But Roloson sees 
tremendous opportunity in the 50 
acres to 100 acres of land that has 
been made available for development.

“It tends to make you want to think 
big, and that’s exciting.,” he said. 
“If you look at the communities and 
neighborhoods that have grown along 
with them, they provide an organic 
need. It goes beyond just shopping 
and entertainment that will always 
be there. These neighborhoods have 
other demands. There are health-care 
demands, demands for jobs, demand 

for education, demand for physical 
activity. If you put all that together, it 
screams multi-use. It’s an appropriate 
way to address it. It really does start to 
become a driver for the local economy.”

Additionally, the land developed 
for shopping malls was designed with 
good access by vehicular, pedestrian, 
and public transit traffic.

“That infrastructure lends to the 
ability to increase residential density, 
and that’s very attractive because you 
have a captive customer and they are 
able to utilize and support the new 
businesses that would be introduced,” 
Roloson said. 

The remote workforce was the savior 
in this pandemic, Roloson said, and 
many employers will agree with that 
sentiment. However, as employers 
anticipate a company return to the 
office in the coming months, they 
may be considering several options 
including allowing some workers to 
continue remotely, bringing in others 
who are willing to be in-person or a 
combining the two. 

Roloson predicts employers will 
ultimately opt for a fully in-house 
workforce.

“As we go forward, the shininess of 
remote work is going to wear off,” he 
said. “A lot of businesses are looking 
for the short-term gain of saving 
money by reducing office space. Why 
would you keep office space for 100 if 
50 can work remotely? You’d want to 
reduce it.”

But in the long run, that decision could 
cause problems in attracting and keeping 
talent and building office dynamics.

 “Now anyone can work for anybody 
from any place,” Roloson said. 
“Without strong management and 
without strong connectivity, that’s 
going to turn into a recruitment issue 
and a retention issue.”

A remote workforce further misses 
what Roloson called “incidences of 
opportunity.”

“When you look at what’s attractive 
for someone wanting to work from 
home versus having camaraderie. 
There’s something very organic 
that happens in the office. There 
are conversations that we have that 
don’t happen on an agenda or don’t 
happen on a Zoom call. There are 
conversations that linger into the 
hallway or over lunch that are going to 
be missed.” 

He predicts a full-circle return to the 
office. 

The future bodes well for a 
sustainable business climate in the 
region, the panelists said, if synergies 
and creativity persist. 

Stanton said continued success 

will come through collaborations 
with development partners today and 
building the workforce of tomorrow. 
He would like to see more outreach 
to college and universities and high 
schools as well. Business and industry 
leaders need to anticipate what their 
needs will be then work with the 
education institutions to develop 
curriculums that will prepare talent for 
the near future.

Cappellino is confident of the 
business pipeline, thanks in part to 
tenacious business leaders and an 
economy that is picking up from 
its prepandemic growth.  He said 
businesses are feeling optimistic and 
investing, if the number of projects 
coming before the ECIDA is any 
indication. The agency had as many 
projects come before it in the first 
seven months of 2021 as it has had in a 
full year.

“It always strikes me how creative 
entrepreneurs are and as we move 
forward people who make investments 
will find ways to be successful,” 
Cappellino said. “It’s our job to figure 
out how we can support them, because 
they are the ones driving the growth.”

Jeffrey A. Roloson, AIA, President, LaBella Associates predicts 
employers will ultimately opt for a fully in-house workforce.
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Richard Stanton, director of development, City of Lackawanna 
said continued success will come through collaborations with 
development partners today and building the workforce of 
tomorrow. He would like to see more outreach to college and 
universities and high schools as well. 

Ask us about our financial products for nonprofits:

Call the ECIDA at 716-856-6525 
to speak with an experienced Business Development Officer

• Tax-exempt bond financing for capital expansion

95 Perry Street, Suite 403, Buffalo NY 14203 www.ecidany.com 
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