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Can you give an overview of how you’ve seen the economic development profession evolve 

or change over the course of your career?  

 

In the case of my career, I have seen it evolve. When I first got started in economic development 

in 1972 it was not a profession. It started with the chamber of commerce and they were charged 

with economic development and everything else. In 1974 or 1975 our chamber of commerce 

spun off economic development and we formed an industrial development agency to do 

economic and industrial development. We did it for a purpose of building an industrial park. We 

had a state organization that was a loose-knit group of economic developers from around the 

state. A lot of those were utility people. We got interested in it, and the state formed a team of 

professionals to advise them on economic development. That piqued my interest substantially, 

and in the meantime I started looking for other avenues to learn about economic development.  

 

I came upon the American Economic Development Council and joined [the organization]. I 

realized that they had a professional certification which I was very interested in doing. I took my 

exam in 1984, and I think the one reason I took my certification exam was because it was held in 

Hilton Head where the golf was really good <laughs>. Then I got interested, and I’ve seen the 

profession itself evolve. I don’t believe it was [a profession] to begin with. I would say the last 

fifteen to twenty years have seen it evolve into a profession. At one time, I remember saying that 

we would consider economic development a success when you’re sitting next to an old lady on 

an airplane and she asks, “What do you do?”, and you said you’re an economic developer, and 

she might have heard of it. If you said you were a plumber, she’d surely know what you were 

doing. 

 

It took some time, but I think today it has become a very well known profession. Professionals 

are more sought after now by communities and organizations than they ever were in the past.  

 

How has technology changed the economic development field? 

 

Information technology has changed how you format the information you want to present to your 

existing businesses and [the] new businesses coming into your area. But I don’t think that the 

hands-on technology has changed much. I think it’s still very dependent upon person-to-person 

skills and being able to talk directly with [people]. There’s no substitute for meeting with the 

people face to face. Today we can put together fancy technological proposals in many different 

forms. But the basic [element] of economic development is personal [communication]. 

 

Can you describe your personal career path? How did you become involved in economic 

development? 

 

When I got out of the Army I came back to Hornell, New York, where my family owned a tire 

business. Within a few years I had four children and the tire business was failing and I had an 

opportunity to sell it. I sold it and did not have a job, but I was on the Board of Directors of 



Hornell Chamber of Commerce. A fellow who ran the Chamber died of a heart attack. I went to 

the Board and said, “Instead of hiring a professional, how about hiring me?” They hired me on a 

monthly basis, and thirty-eight years later and I’m still on a monthly basis.  

 

We went from the chamber [of commerce], where I enjoyed the work, to form the Hornell 

Industrial Agency. I concentrated on that, and [it was] really the thing I enjoyed doing the most. I 

have stayed with the city’s industrial development agency for all these years. I was also the 

Executive Director for the Steuben County Industrial Development Agency for about fifteen 

years. I became involved through the chambers [of commerce], and I think a lot of my peers did 

too.  

 

What skills did you come to acquire over time? Did certain skills become more important 

as your career progressed? 

 

People skills are certainly very important. You have to develop the knowledge that allows you to 

be able to talk to people about all of the facets of the project that you’re working on. The 

fascinating part about economic development is that no two projects alike. It takes a broad 

breadth of knowledge in state laws, state programs, federal laws, federal programs, federal 

agencies, [and] state agencies. It’s a myriad of associations that you [must] have so that you can 

have them all at your fingertips when you’re talking to people. You can’t sit and talk with 

someone about a project unless you are thoroughly briefed. [You must know] what can be done 

and anticipate the questions that they’re going to ask. You have to know them all. I have told 

people who I’ve mentored [that] they cannot be “the Yellow Pages.” You have to be a person 

who knows it. When they ask you [questions], you can’t say you’ll call [someone else]. You 

must have the skills necessary to have all those things under your control. It’s critical, because if 

someone sees that you’re not sure, it can do away with all of the good work you have done 

previously.  

 

What challenges have you had to overcome throughout your career? 

 

I think the challenges came when I got associated with the American Economic Development 

Council. As a small-town economic developer, it was a challenge for me to become involved in a 

leadership of AEDC. [The organization focused] more on large cities and I am in a very rural 

area…a city of only 10,000 people. My challenge was to be able to interact with the leadership 

of AEDC and work with them. I volunteered to be on every committee that came up. I was on 

the Certification Committee for many years, just speak of one. I really aspired to [be in the] 

leadership, but I knew I had hard “row to hoe.” Ultimately it worked…it worked very well. 

Some of my finest friends ran bigger operations than I did, but [they] helped me.  

 

How did you see AEDC evolve through your participation with the organization?  

 

That’s my claim to fame I guess. I saw that AEDC and CUED were competing organizations and 

[that] we needed to get them together. When I became Chair of AEDC, my goal was to see a 

merger put together between AEDC and CUED. I felt that without [a merger], both organizations 

could fail very easily because they were competing for the same membership and conferences. It 



was a duplication of effort, even though they were supposedly two totally different groups. They 

had the same goals.  

 

The evolution of IEDC is tremendously satisfying, because my dream to see the two of them 

together did come true. Today, we look at it as the right thing to have done, and IEDC has 

evolved into a fantastic organization. 

 

What other committees do you remember being particularly important? 

 

I was on the Rural Development Committee and [the] Education Committee.  

 

What was your role in the Education Committee? 

 

The Education Committee developed the courses that were necessary and married that with the 

certification process. I also taught several Basic Courses.  

 

I taught regional courses. I never taught at EDI. I got my certification without going to EDI, but I 

was very supportive of EDI when I got involved in the leadership of AEDC. I thought EDI was 

something special that we had.  

 

Will you explain how the regional courses worked?  

 

I taught the Basic Economic Development Course. I taught that here in New York State. I would 

teach depending on which courses they needed teachers for. I was also a Chairman of the New 

York State Economic Development Council, and I am still very active with that group. They 

sponsored the Basic Course and we taught at it to make it a good, worthwhile course.  

 

Were most of the attendees from the rural areas or were they from New York City? 

 

There were attendees from large cities [and] rural areas…in fact the whole Northeast. We would 

have people from Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, [and] Connecticut.  

 

Throughout your time with AEDC, what were the most pressing economic development 

issues?  

 

I don’t think that economic development issues have changed much. I think they’ve been pretty 

constant. The issues are everyday issues, [like the] tax structure [at the] federal, local, and state 

[levels]. [Also,] economic incentives are an issue that we work on all the time. New York State is 

a good example. At one time, it was perceived that we were ahead of the pack on a lot of those 

things. Since [then], we have become one of the highest-taxed states in the union. It’s a huge 

issue. It’s not only a reality issue; it’s a perception issue when you’re dealing with other people 

throughout the United States.  

 

How are you attempting to change that perception? 

 



It’s a grassroots effort. I’ll take the issues in New York State as an example. We work on them 

through the New York State Economic Development Council. We do lobbying. We’ve had 

issues where programs have been denied, or programs have been decimated by [lack of funding]. 

We work every day on trying to avoid the state’s imposition of a prevailing wage on IDA 

projects. These issues are almost constant. They don’t change much. 

 

Did you only lobby at the state level, or did you lobby nationally as well?  

 

We’ve also lobbied nationally, and I’ve been a part of that. But at a national level, we look to 

Jeff Finkle’s leadership through the IEDC to lobby on issues that we all agree on. We lobby our 

congressmen and senators; and, we ask our IEDC membership to embrace our mission, our 

programs, and lobby themselves. It’s a fairly effective way of doing it with the 5,000 people that 

we have as members of IEDC.  

 

As a leader of AEDC, what was your interaction with elected officials? 

 

When I was president of AEDC, we had our annual meeting in New York City. Our governor 

was the main speaker. Because of that, we got to know the players at the state level very well. At 

a national level, [we had a] relationship with our representatives and our state senators. I’ve had 

our congressmen speak at luncheons in Washington. It’s an ongoing thing…a dynamic process 

that you just have to continue all the time.  

 

We had a recent change in congressmen, so you have to go back to the basics. [You have to] get 

to know them and maintain a relationship. When a bill is going to be passed, you have to be able 

to contact your representatives on a state and national level. They [must be able to] depend on 

your advice for projects or bills that [concern] economic development. We have established a 

relationship with our elected officials—as most good economic developers have—so that they’ll 

call and ask our opinion on agenda items that [concern] economic development. That’s a trust 

that you build up over a period of time. 

 

You mentioned the issue of incentives. Can you give a short history of incentives and 

describe how they’re currently used? What you think about them?  

 

Incentives have been a topic for many years. People have asked how incentives can be reined in. 

Sometimes, they get ridiculous. There were some automobile plants located in the South where 

incentives were hundreds of thousands dollars per job. [There was] no way you could ever 

recuperate [those incentives]. Then, there are states like New York where there are very few 

incentives. [That] puts us at a competitive disadvantage with some of our neighbors. I’m not sure 

that there will ever be a way to control incentives. Incentives are mostly local...on the state and 

local level. National incentives level the playing field, and everybody has the same thing.  

 

In economic development we compete with other states and other communities. So the incentive 

process in that instance is local. You’re governed by the amount of incentives that you offer after 

you do a cost/benefit analysis to find out your parameters. In New York State, we now have to 

do cost/benefit analysis for [economic development] programs. Our Board has to make decisions 

as to whether it is beneficial to give up property tax, mortgage tax, or sales tax.  



 

I don’t see it being reined in on a national level, and states will always compete. We had the 

Empire Zone Program in Hornell about five years ago. That was one of the best incentives 

programs in the country. But that’s been done away with because of the costs. It was very costly. 

 

I think incentives will find their own level. They get to the point where the costs outweigh the 

benefits. That’s the only thing that I think will ever stop it. They will always be there. There is no 

way you could lobby for legislation to stop incentives. [Getting] every state in the union to agree 

to abolish incentives will never happen. So, they’re always going to be there, and it’s going to be 

up to the regions and localities.  

 

A majority of these tax incentives are given up by the localities. For instance, if I were to give 

total exemption on property taxes for every project I [developed], I probably wouldn’t have my 

job very long. That’s the ultimate control on these. We have a uniform tax-exempt policy at our 

agency, and also at our county agency, and we’ve got everybody to agree on that uniform tax 

exempt policy. If we deviate from that, we have to notify the tax authorities that we’re deviating 

from it and then justify it. [For instance,] maybe [the project would provide] more investment 

than we thought, or employ a certain type of skilled labor. [There are] certain things that would 

make you do a little more. A majority of them are giving up local taxes.  

 

New York State passed a reform called the Public Authority Accountability Act a couple of 

years ago. It has parameters that you’re supposed to use. It puts the onus back on your Board and 

makes sure your Board has been involved in the decision making [process]. They are getting 

very tough on [incentives].  

 

I’ve read of a New York/New Jersey pact that tries to control these incentives. Do you 

know anything about this pact? 

 

I’ve heard of it, but I’m not sure it has ever been effective. You can [make] all the pacts you 

want, but if you’re competing for the same company you’re going to want to put your best foot 

forward. It is competition. It’s a balancing act, because if you give too much away you could lose 

your job. But, you can also lose your job if you don’t give enough away and you lose the 

company. So it puts us in a tough position.  

 

I’ve heard from Jeff Finkle, among others, that you were vital to the merger between 

CUED and AEDC. Can you explain how it came about and the reasons for the merger?  

 

I worked my way up through the Chairs in the American Economic Development Council, and in 

the last three years that I was Vice Chair, and Chair ultimately, it became obvious that AEDC 

had some staff leadership problems. It dawned on me that it was very difficult for a volunteer 

Board member like me to try and exert control over the daily activities of an organization like 

this. We had three presidents in about three or four years. It was obvious that it wasn’t working 

out the way it was set up.  

 

When I became Chairman, I dedicated my year to trying to put together a merger between these 

two organizations. I felt that it was the best way to accomplish two things. One would be to bring 



them together for the reasons we discussed earlier. The other would be to create a better 

organization, from a staff point of view, to take the tremendous onus off the volunteers running 

the organization. I was able to contact several members of CUED, who I knew, to talk with them 

about it. I think it was in August when I called Jeff Finkle. I believe CUED was having their 

meeting in Atlanta. I had talked to Dave Crider—and a couple of other people that were on the 

Board of CUED who were friends of mine—and said I’d like to see about opening merger talks.  

 

I knew it had been tried twice before. I called Wayne Sterling, and the people like him who had 

been involved with the [previous] merger attempts, to learn about the pitfalls. [I wanted to learn 

about] the major stumbling points so we didn’t have to stumble over them again. As a result of 

that, I learned a lot about the two organizations. Of course, the two organizations felt that they 

were miles apart culturally. We had to get people together to make them realize [that] they 

weren’t miles apart…they were doing the same thing. The AEDC Board gave me permission to 

discuss the merger, so I met with Jeff and some of his people right away. We immediately set the 

thing in motion.  

 

I felt right away that we had to attack three things that had caused the merger to fail before. One 

was the location of the headquarters: we were in Chicago, they were in Washington. It wasn’t 

easy, but our decision was to move to Washington. The second part of it [concerned] the 

management itself. My feeling was that Jeff Finkle had to be the Executive Director to head this 

thing up. That was addressed right away. Thirdly, we set up what we called Merger Design 

Teams. We had four Board members from CUED, four Board members from AEDC, me, and 

Kurt Chilcott (who was my counterpart at CUED).  

 

We held our first meeting in Dallas. We all flew there to sit down and talk. We all went out to 

dinner that first night, we sat across from each other, and we found out that these CUED people 

weren’t all that bad. And I think they thought the same thing. We broke up after dinner, and we 

were set to meet at eight o’clock the next morning. I had brought an AEDC shirt. Kurt had a 

CUED shirt, and I said, “Let’s switch shirts.” So we did, and in the morning we went into the 

boardroom to sit down with the merger design teams. We took off our sport coats and had each 

other’s shirts on. That said we were going to get down to business and get these two 

organizations put together. 

 

I think it was well done in the fact that we met with different people [and] we met several times. 

My Board asked me how it was going [and] I kept them up-to-date. A third problem with the 

merger was [deciding] what we were going to do with these Boards. Everybody that’s on the 

Board wants to stay on. We immediately decided that everyone who was a Board member of 

CUED, and everyone who was a Board member of AEDC, would be a Board member of the new 

organization. We knew that number was about eighty-five, but we wrote in the bylaws that we 

would ultimately get to fifty-five through attrition. In other words, nobody would lose their job 

[and] nobody would lose their position. I think that also helped.  

 

My Board asked how much longer they thought this would take…two or three years? And I said, 

“No, we have to have it merged by May.” They asked, “Why May?” I said I left out office in 

May. So there was urgency there.  

 



The merger design team did an outstanding job of [separating out] critical things and 

[designating them as] premerger decisions to be made by this group and then taken back to the 

Boards. If we came across [a decision] that was going to take longer, like the education programs 

or the conferences that both organization had already scheduled, we deemed them post-merger 

decisions that would be staff-driven. We knew we couldn’t solve all of the problems. But we set 

those aside as post-merger [decisions] so that the urgent talks didn’t break down.  

 

Of course, one of the big [issues] was certification. At that time, AEDC had a certification 

program and we had about 650 certified [members]. CUED had started a certification program. 

That’s another reason why I thought they needed to merge. You don’t need two competing 

certification programs. I remember we were sitting at a Board meeting, and we got to talking 

about what we were going to call [the new certification]. We were CED, and they were CID (I 

think), so somebody just said, “Why don’t we make it CEcD?” I said, “That’s a great idea. 

Motion to accept CEcD? All in favor? OK, next subject.” That was over with, and it was [an 

issue] that people were very antsy about. But the team did a great job of getting through those 

things.  

 

How did the “International” aspect of the new organization’s name come about? Who 

brought that up, and why was it adopted?  

 

This is a coincidental thing. When I became Chairman of AEDC, I had our lawyers register the 

name International Economic Development Council because I felt like American Economic 

Development Council was going to ultimately expand internationally because of our relationship 

with the Canadians. We registered [the] IEDC [name]. I didn’t tell anybody about that. I think a 

couple of my Board members knew that, [and] certainly our lawyers did. When we were 

discussing the new name of the new organization, someone at the table said, “Wouldn’t it be 

easier to say IEDC—International Economic Development Council?” I said, “That’s a great 

idea!” The amazing part is that we already had the rights to [the name].  

 

I transcribed Mr. Kurt Chilcott’s interview, and he mentioned the same story about 

trading shirts.  

 

The tremendous, wonderful friendships that I’ve been able to have around the country are a great 

part of the time that I’ve spent at both AEDC and IEDC. Kurt’s at the top of the list. I didn’t 

even know Kurt when I called him the first time, [but] we became fast friends, worked hard 

together, and trusted each other. Today, if I’m naming off friends, Kurt’s right at the top of the 

list. 

 

Did AEDC members support the merger, or were people wary? 

 

I think people were very wary of the merger. We knew we had our work cut out for us because 

they didn’t trust each other. They were competitors before, though we had several members, like 

Dave Crider, who were members of both organizations. It seemed the distrust was almost inbred.  

 

We went to St. Louis to have the actual vote on the merger, and we had both Boards there. The 

night before [the vote], Jeff (in typical Jeff Finkle fashion), arranged three or four nice 



restaurants. He sent some of the CUED Board and some of the AEDC Board to each restaurant. 

He spread them around the St. Louis area so they could really sit down, talk, and get to know 

each other. That night, Jeff and I walked from restaurant to restaurant to see if we could answer 

any questions or take suggestions. The next day, each Board met in two different rooms, and we 

took up the question of merger. Both Boards voted unanimously. Then, after meeting in the 

hallway, we went into another big room and had our first merged Board meeting. It was exciting, 

and that was done in April 2001.  

 

How much did organizational finances affect the merger decision?  

 

They tell me that was one of the reasons it failed before…that CUED was not in a good financial 

position but AEDC was. The truth of the matter was that when we got into this merger, the 

AEDC financial condition was iffy and they had a very ambitious program to raise money. I 

thought it was way overly ambitious. As a result, it put us in a very difficult position. It certainly 

put me in a very difficult position. The director we had hired immediately started spending the 

money before we had raised a nickel. I had to go out to Chicago and meet with the staff.  He had 

twelve people. We fired eight of them that day because of financials. We couldn’t afford the staff 

he had, and we fired eight of the staff including him. We were then back to selecting another 

director. He was on board when the merger was being put together. 

 

I realized that the salvation of both organizations was merging. AEDC, when they put on their 

conferences for instance, we would allocate $75,000 to pay speakers. We paid David Gergen 

[and other] people to come to speak. We found that CUED didn’t do that.  

 

I had also gained great respect for Jeff before all of this happened, because we put together the 

Washington summit years ago…the Washington Briefing we called it. We went down to 

Washington in January or February and met with all of our Congressional people. [CUED] did it 

too. One day I talked to Jeff, and I didn’t know him well, and I said, “Why don’t we do it 

together? It makes more sense.” He said, “Yea, that would be great.” The next thing I knew we 

were getting brochures in the mail from CUED about the joint [summit]. When I went to the 

ballroom for registration, there was a big CUED banner at the front and AEDC’s registration 

booth was stuck way over in the corner someplace <laughs>. I thought, “Watch out for this guy” 

<laughs>. 

   

Without people like you to spur the process, do you think the merger would have 

happened? Do you think it was inevitable?  

 

I don’t think it would have happened. And I’m not taking credit for it. We had a good group that 

finally got behind it. We had people in our leadership roles that were very much against it. I 

think it was a tremendous step to take on behalf of both of them, because they were not 

compatible. They were more competitive, and I found that the competition was deep-rooted. It 

[went] way back. I think there was a lot of animosity. It took all of our people who were on the 

teams working very hard to convince their peers that this was the way to go. I don’t think [the 

merger would have happened] without the drive that Jeff brought to the table and the genius of 

the merger design teams. The teams brought four or five of the top leaders in each organization 

together, so it wasn’t being done by a couple people in vacuum in a backroom. 



 

How were the merger design teams chosen? 

 

Kurt [Chilcott] picked his, and I picked mine.  

 

During your career, was there anyone that inspired you? Did you have a mentor?  

 

I had a lot of them. Bill McDermott, Judy Scalise, and Wayne Sterling. Wayne was a great 

mentor; he really helped me a lot. Judy was the one who talked me into running for Vice Chair of 

the Northeast for AEDC, so she’s probably solely responsible for me getting involved. [So] if 

you want to blame somebody, you can blame it on her <laughs>. And we met the people like Ed 

Nelson, whom I respect. I also had good friends in Jay Garner and Ross Boyle. Those kinds of 

people encouraged us to keep [the organization] going.  

 

Is there anyone who you mentored?  

 

I don’t think I could take credit for any of them. I worked with a lot of them. I think they knew 

I’d do anything I could to help them. I especially spent a lot of time with people who were trying 

to gain their certification. One of my goals was to spend time with people who were trying to 

take the exam, encouraging them to take it, and helping to set them up for being able to do the 

right things. I can’t think of anyone that I could take credit for directly, but along the way I made 

it a point to help people as much as I was helped. 

 

Where do you see IEDC now? Where do you see the organization going into the future? 

  

Believe it or not, I stay very active. I go to almost every Board meeting. I see the evolution and 

direction they’re going as outstanding. I think their education [program] is a key to the success of 

the economic development field. They are constantly expanding their education programs.  

 

International reach is a difficult thing, and I give Jeff credit for the amount of time he spends 

cultivating international relations. That ultimately is going to be the hallmark of IEDC. I like the 

way it is being run. It’s very professional, and Jeff has a knack for finding good, dedicated staff 

members. Almost without exception, the people he has had on his staff have been outstanding. I 

think that is the key to keeping an organization running. They keep in great contact with their 

members. There’s not a stone unturned when it comes to keeping up the value of the 

membership. As you go forward, that’s going to be critical, because there seems to be less 

money available for economic development. One of the first things that economic development 

organizations look to cut is membership dues. But having an organization like IEDC, which is 

presenting such tremendous value, is the key to continued growth. 

 

How has the recent economic recession impacted the economic development field in 

general? How has it affected small-town economic developers like you? 

  

The downturn has been difficult. That’s the understatement of the year, probably. Our city is not 

normally affected by the ups and downs. We don’t see the highs, and don’t normally see the 

lows. Unfortunately, a few years back we set up a cluster of railroad-related industries. We 



brought over Alstom, a French corporation that manufactures transit cars for Washington, New 

York City, [and] Amtrak. In our small town, they employed about 1,200 people. Last year they 

ran out of work and laid off those 1,200 people. So it’s become a tremendous challenge for us, 

and we haven’t seen it in a while because we’ve been very successful. It’s a different type of 

challenge because there’s going to be a lot of work, and mass transit [sector growth], and we bet 

our future on that. I think a lot cities and towns have bet their futures on certain aspects of 

development like the technology and automotive sectors. You rise and fall with those decisions 

that you make.  

 

I think the economy is starting to turn around. We’ve begun to see some programs that the 

federal government has brought to our city. Our people qualified for the Trade Adjustment Act, 

which means that their unemployment benefits will be extended…provided they take training. 

It’s a new challenge to us that all of these people who have been laid off are not working. And 

now we’re stretched to the limit trying to find jobs for people. We’ve run out of job training 

programs. It used to be easy to find jobs and [place] people. Today, you’ve got to work very 

hard. We have to convince the “mom n’ pop” store to take one more person if we pay half their 

wages for a few months. It’s changing.   

 

It goes back to [the definition of] economic development. Economic development is doing those 

things to increase jobs and the quality of life in your area. But the goal changes and it is a 

moving target.  

 

Can you talk about the influence of globalization and how towns like yours will compete in 

the increasingly interconnected world?  

 

Globalization is here, [but] it [works] both ways. We always hear about exporting jobs, but we 

import jobs, too. In Hornell, New York we have major companies from France, Italy, and India. 

We had one from the Netherlands that was just bought out by an American company. We have 

been the beneficiary of jobs coming to our area from around the world. We concentrated on these 

types jobs and the skills of our labor force. It’s a two-way street, and we don’t hear a lot about 

that. 

 

Do you have any other stories or anecdotes from your career that you’d like to share? 

 

I have a lot of them, but I couldn’t put them in print <laughs>. 
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