
Minutes of Niagara Erie Regional Coalition Meeting 
April 23, 2010 

 
Present: Rath, Allen, Cappellino, Ellis, Ferraro, Gallagher-Cohen, Konst, 

Lacki, Morse, Percy, Ross, Wendel 
 
Excused: Burmaster, Gower, Orsi, White 
 
Absent: Curtis, Dyster, Filip, Lewis, J. McMahon, P. McMahon, 

Miller-Williams, Mills, Sciandra, Whyte, Casale, Witul 
 
 
 The meeting was called to order at 8:36 a.m. by Niagara Erie Regional 
Coalition Executive Director Tod Kniazuk.  Kniazuk noted that Niagara County 
Co-Chair Clyde Burmaster was excused, and welcomed new Erie County Co-
Chair Edward Rath III.  Rath thanked the group and stated his intention to take 
the Coalition “in a positive new direction.”  Coalition member John Cappellino 
and the Erie County Industrial Development Agency were thanked for hosting 
the meeting. 
 
 Buffalo Niagara Convention & Visitors Bureau President and CEO Dottie 
Gallagher-Cohen was welcomed as a new member.  Departing members Drew 
Cerza and Celeste Lawson were thanked for their service. 

 
 Minutes of the December 2009 meeting were approved. 
 
 Kniazuk presented the sustainability report.  The report was received 
and filed.  Kniazuk gave an explanation of the outstanding balance he is owed 
from the Arts Council in Buffalo & Erie County.  They have not paid three-
fourths of the money owed to him from a contract agreed to by the Arts 
Council and the Coalition.  This non-payment does not affect the Coalition’s 
budget as it was direct payment to Kniazuk, but does affect his finances and is 
a breach of a contract by the Arts Council with NERC.  Responding to a 
member request, Kniazuk will generate and circulate quarterly budget vs. 
actual reports in addition to the sustainability reports. 
 
 Co-Chair Rath introduced the meeting’s main topic of visioning by 
reviewing NERC’s organization statement, mission, and positive core from our 
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2006 strategic plan.  Kniazuk provided a brief history of the organization and its 
past successes. 

 
Co-Chair Rath proposed that the Coalition needs to re-engage in some way 

with the University at Buffalo Regional Institute, perhaps by taking the research 
they do and analyzing it for potential projects to implement.  Coalition member 
Kathy Konst also suggested reaching out to the UB Office for Economic 
Engagement under Marsha Henderson.  Carol Pietro and former Erie County 
Deputy County Executive Al Hammonds are also involved with said office. 

 
The Coalition currently focuses on four topic areas through three 

subcommittees – Economic Development/Transportation; Government Affairs; 
and Tourism & Culture.  The Co-Chairs (in a handout) proposed retaining the 
focus on these four areas, but doing so through two subcommittees; Economic 
Development/Tourism & Culture, and Government Affairs/Transportation. 

 
On the proposal, Coalition member Samuel Ferraro suggested keeping 

Government Affairs on its own, but heightening their work on advocacy and 
legislation.  He further suggested that transportation remain linked with economic 
development.  Coalition member Wright Ellis noted the lack of attendance at the 
Government Affairs Subcommittee, with the members who do attend trying to 
find value in the committee.  Konst proposed that Coalition staff could help 
research legislation for the committee.  Gallagher-Cohen mentioned that visitor 
readiness and infrastructure issues that require government assistance as another 
potential topic for the Government Affairs Subcommittee. 

 
Broadening the discussion, Coalition member John Cappellino reminded the 

group that the key to our success is having so many decision makers in one 
room, which gives us the ability to take projects back to the right agencies and 
get them done.  Building off that, Coalition member Hal Morse said that instead of 
subcommittees looking for things to do, maybe a new format for the group would 
be for someone to bring a topic or project to the table and that the proper 
members be organized to tackle the item.   

 
Coalition member Peter Wendel wondered if this would strengthen or 

weaken our “bifocal” approach of looking at both long-term big picture issues 
while also tackling specific projects.  Kniazuk offered the opinion that we need to 
have some forum where people can brainstorm in a less structured environment; 
currently that happens in the subcommittees.  Also, moving toward Morse’s model 
could result in the same members being identified for everything. 

 
Ferraro stressed that the agenda should drive the meetings.  Wendel added 

that we should look at the macro elements that are going to impact the region – 
UB, economic development, tourism, binational issues, and transportation. 



 
 
 
 
 
Cappellino suggested we focus on influencing decision makers on the 

regional agenda, or we pick “five things” and get them done.  He also thought 
that perhaps we could do both. 

 
 Coalition member James Allen asked how we can better establish the 
legitimacy of the group.  Projects we have successfully developed such as the 
Regional Economic Development Strategy or smart permitting have died when 
other agencies have taken responsibility for them.   
 
 Coalition member William Ross noted that over the years we’ve lost some of 
the interest on the part of the County Legislatures and that we need to get the 
message back to them and once again instill the value of the Coalition.  
Gallagher-Cohen agreed, but suggested that we first get the buy-in of the 
Coalition members on the agenda and message we’d be taking to the 
Legislatures.  Kniazuk added that this whole group got started when there was a 
project like Kiwi Airlines that both Legislatures had an interest in; to reconnect to 
them, we should find an issue they’d be interested in seeing us work on. 
 
 Allen stressed that we need to get the right people back in the room, and 
address those on the letterhead who do not participate. 
 
 Co-Chair Rath also mentioned finding additional private sector stakeholders, 
narrowing our focus down to specifics, and deciding on a yearly basis what our 
focus will be.  Ross agreed, but asserted that we do need some structure in terms 
of committees to be effective. 
 
 Co-Chair Rath detailed two action items that would come from the meeting 
– a subgroup of the Coalition would be brought together to work further on 
strategy, and a forum would be put together with both Legislatures to reconnect 
them to the Coalition. 
 
 Structure was briefly touched on, with the action items being meetings with 
the ECIDA to discuss housing and hosting, and communication with Erie County 
regarding the status of the 2009 and 2010 contracts.  
 

There was no old or new business.  Co-Chair Rath thanked the group, and 
the meeting was adjourned at 9:40 a.m. 

 
 
Submitted by Tod A. Kniazuk 
June 15, 2010 


