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

evolve over the course of your career? 

 

I got involved in the business with CUED in 1976, which was a while ago, before you 

were around I suspect. It’s become very different. It’s become much more sophisticated, 

for one thing. When I started out, urban economic development was largely, not totally, 

but largely about land management. It was trying to find ways to keep businesses in the 

center cities…and to stem the outflow of both businesses and people [from] city centers 

and [into] the suburbs. I’m from Norfolk, Virginia originally, and in our case it became a 

process of management of the land assets that we had, which were limited because the 

city was surrounded by either water or other cities. So we had to acquire, clear, cleanup, 

and reinvest new land and business. So it became that fairly simple process. It was 

difficult, but it was fairly simple. And since then, it seems to me that our business has 

become much more sophisticated, particularly in this marketing of cities. It’s broader 

with the merger of CUED and AEDC. It’s broadened from more narrowly focused urban 

development issues and objectives to broader industrial development issues that are not 

necessarily urban. It’s gotten broader in its reach and more sophisticated as well. 

 

Can you describe your own career path and how it evolved as the economic 

development profession evolved? 

 

Well, my career path started in Norfolk and Portsmouth, Virginia, which are both seaport 

towns. And my interest has always been in water, boats, harbors, and ports. So, my career 

has taken that path. I tended to focus on port development and port-related business 

development, both in Norfolk and Portsmouth, when I was working there. But following 

that, when I was hired to work in Buffalo, NY on waterfront development planning, I 

continued on that path. I [focused] on recreational, commercial, and industrial waterfront 

development. 

 

With regard to your experience with port development, were there any extra 

challenges you had to face? Was it beneficial to be near water? What’s your 

different perspective from somebody who doesn’t have this amenity near them? 

 

Well first of all, all of the [older] U.S. cities, and for that matter European older cities, are 

port towns because water was the primary mode of transportation, particularly industrial 

transportation...the carrying of heavy goods and what have you. And so cities grew up 

originally on the coastlines, near harbors, and near canal ports. As transportation 

technology evolved, trains came and began to take the place of canals. Trucks began to 

take the place of trains, or at least compete with them. So the technology of transportation 

tended to change the necessity of locating transportation terminals on the water. In places 

like Norfolk, but more so in places like Buffalo…where I now live and have worked for 

the past 20 years until I retired…waterfront sites, waterfront ports, what had been 



commercial ports, were abandoned. And they had been in most cases heavily 

polluted…[by] whatever materials were used in those sites. And the only remaining 

alternative uses for those sites became recreational: tourism-related and entertainment-

related. So that brought in a whole new necessity of cleaning those sites up, converting 

them to reuse, [and] transforming the infrastructure of the sites to support those new 

kinds of uses. And that’s very much what is still going on in Buffalo, and very much 

what happened in Norfolk and Portsmouth, VA, over the past 20 or 30 years. 

 

So to develop these areas did you mainly focus on business attraction, or BRE 

efforts, or entrepreneurship development? Or did you mainly just focus on this 

tourism area? 

 

It was mostly on tourism. Norfolk is next to Virginia Beach, [so] converting the 

downtown Norfolk waterfront [for] recreational entertainment use depend[ed] very 

heavily on tourism. If you’re not already a tourism destination, you’re probably not going 

to succeed in attracting consumers to a single site. In the case of Norfolk, a lot of the 

downtown waterfront was successful in attracting tourists that were already in the 

Virginia Beach area. That led to reinvestment in the downtown area because it portrayed 

the city as a place to live…which was the real underlying objective. So a lot of 

development occurred in downtown Norfolk following the [creation of a] recreational 

waterfront, the Festival Market called Waterside. That was opened in 1983, [and] since 

then a lot of development has taken place in downtown Norfolk, and it’s become a pretty 

high-end residential area with condos and townhouses and what have you.  

 

The [development] that is beginning to occur in downtown Buffalo is driven not so much 

by having an adjacent attraction like Virginia Beach, but [the development is] driven in 

large part by the presence of a large university, the State University of Buffalo. [Also, 

the] large medical complex downtown is bringing professionals into the downtown area. 

So, downtown Buffalo is now in the process of being rapidly converted to [a] more 

residential [area]. Downtown Buffalo is in [close] proximity to Niagara Falls, which is 

obviously a tourist resort…a tourist destination. So a lot of projects that are being 

contemplated in downtown buffalo will try to attract tourists [to Buffalo from] Niagara 

Falls. The end objective is to reinvest in cities as places to live. 

 

In Norfolk and Buffalo, did you work with a public entity or was it nonprofit? 

 

In Norfolk, I was Development Director for the City of Norfolk. Then I was Executive 

Vice President of the Greater Norfolk Corporation, which is a private nonprofit. I worked 

for a while in Norfolk for Cousteau, who came to Norfolk to build a themed 

attraction…that didn’t work out, so I had to put my career back on course after that 

<laughs>. 

 

In Buffalo I worked for a state agency that recruited me to [move there]. The state agency 

was New York State Urban Development Corporation. It’s now referred to as Empire 

State Development. So I’ve worked for the state the whole time I’ve been in Buffalo. 

 



Were there any differences between these organizations…since one was more local, 

one state, and one a public-private partnership? Did you face any additional 

challenges or were you able to access more resources? 

 

Working with a state agency in New York is infinitely better in terms of resources—both 

financial resources and staff resources—than working with local governments. One of the 

challenges when I moved to New York State, one of the reasons that the subset of the 

agency I was working for was created, was because local government in New York State, 

particularly [in the] upstate, was simply not capable of carrying out a sustained waterfront 

development planning function. They were caught up with day-to-day administration of 

local issues. That’s understandable, but there was a general deficit of the ability to come 

up with waterfront projects and carry them through to fruition. So working for a state 

agency in New York State is real advantage.  

 

The city of Norfolk at that time was unique in that it had been extremely well-financed. It 

could maintain its financial stability and resources. When we set out on a program of 

acquiring underused, surplus, or abandoned properties for redevelopment we had the 

money to do it. In the early 1980s we spent, over a period of a couple of years, $10 

million just acquiring real estate. It was only about three or four parcels, [but] they were 

big key parcels. So Norfolk was unique in that respect…in that they had the resources to 

do that. And the growth leadership in Norfolk was committed to that. As Development 

Director, I had a “green light” for that. 

 

In these different organizations that you worked for, did you make public-private 

partnerships or partnerships with other regional organizations or cities? Did you 

find that these different organizations you worked for were receptive to these 

partnerships? 

 

Yes, for sure. [And]. particularly when I moved to New York. The first entity that I 

worked for was called the Horizon Waterfront Commission. Erie County, which is the 

county that contains Buffalo and a number of other communities, was the focus of the 

waterfront development planning [with which] I was charged. And the agency was set up 

as a subsidiary corporation of UDC with its own board. In New York State they have 

what they called “Public Purpose Corporations.” They’re not authorities, but they 

function similarly to them. They have their own boards. In the case of the Horizon 

Commission, I had my own board. They were mostly local people, but [they were] 

appointed in part by the governor, some by the mayor, and some by the head of the 

regional transit authority. As I recall, my board had about eighteen voting members. 

 

What skills did you require over time? Did certain skills become more important as 

your career progressed? 

 

Patience <laughs>. 

 

Can you go into detail? 

 



Yea, I was being a little facetious. But trying to assemble a consensus in a [place] like 

Erie County, New York (which has about 95 miles of waterfront on Lake Erie, the 

Niagara River, and the Buffalo River) is a huge exercise in diplomacy. I guess [that] is 

the best way to put it. [We had to] get agreement on what projects we ought to do and 

which ones ought to go first. So it took a lot of negotiating one-on-one with the 

representatives from each of the jurisdictions to develop a major list of the development 

projects. And then we had to decide which ones would go first. We also had to negotiate 

with some of the jurisdictions [and] some of the localities. For example, [one locality] 

might want a boat ramp, but [maybe] they are next to a small town that also wants a boat 

ramp. And the area, the market, [couldn’t] support [both boat ramps]. So it made no 

sense. So you had to negotiate those kinds of investments: 1) whether you do them or not, 

and 2) which ones go first. And I had to acquire some negotiating skills that I’d never 

really used before. 

 

In your early career development, or throughout your career, was there anyone who 

inspired you? 

 

Yes, several…several people who were early members of CUED. Walt D’Alessio, for 

one. I think he’s still around. Ron Kysiak. Guys like that were a huge help in really 

getting a sense of how to go about setting up what I described earlier as a “land 

acquisition and redevelopment program.” [There were] other people that were not 

involved in CUED. One of them, in fact I’m reading a book that he wrote, [was named] 

Harrison “Buzz Price.” He wrote a book called Walt’s Revolution! By the Numbers. It 

was about Walt Disney and projects he developed, and what the economic impact 

estimates were behind those projects. And Buzz Price did those estimates. So I got to 

know Buzz years ago, and he was a real inspiration. Another one was Jim Rouse, who 

I’m sure you’ve heard of. Rouse developed the concept of “festival markets” which 

turned around a lot of waterfronts including Norfolk. He was a developer, but with a real 

urban touch.   

 

What was your role in CUED? Can you go into more detail about how you got 

involved and what your role was throughout the years? 

 

Yea, I went to work for the City of Norfolk. I was right out of grad school. Well actually, 

[I was] about a couple of years out of grad school. And they had a program that was 

funded by the Economic Development Administration. It was a program whose intent 

was to build capacity in urban economic development. So the cities of Norfolk and 

Portsmouth had gotten a joint grant…a joint two-city grant. And each one hired an 

Economic Development Coordinator. I was [hired for] Norfolk, and I guy I already knew 

was the City of Portsmouth Economic Development Coordinator…a guy named Lee 

Cobb. We started a program, and the real intent of the program, as I said, was to build 

capacity for urban development staff. So that’s how I got started. EDA partially funded 

and heavily supported CUED, and urged us to join CUED, which we did I think in 1976. 

And that really was a huge help. I’d go to conferences and I’d hear guys like Walt 

D’Alessio and Ron Kysiak talk about what they were doing. Walt [was] in Philadelphia. 

In fact, I spent a couple of days in Philadelphia listening to him after hearing one of his 



courses and one of his conferences about land acquisition and swapping. I went up and 

spent a couple of days in Philadelphia, and I came back and applied many of the same 

techniques in Norfolk. They were different cities, but there were a lot of similarities as 

well. So, through those guys I got involved. [Also], Jim Hankla was another one. I got 

involved in CUED and went on the Board. I don’t remember exactly when. [It was] 

probably right around 1980 or 1981, and I had a couple of conferences in Norfolk that 

turned out pretty well. I stayed on the Board for eight or ten years. I was president of 

CUED from 1986 to 1988, as I recall. [Then] we hired Jeff Finkle. I was on the search 

committee when Jeff was hired, and probably the best thing I ever did for CUED was 

recommend that the CUED Board hire Jeff Finkle.  

 

Through your involvement with the organization, how did you see CUED evolving? 

Were there priorities at the beginning that became less of a priority towards the 

end? What was the role of the organization as the years went on? 

 

Another man who was a mentor was Tom Kelly, who’s passed on now. Tom was a great 

inspiration, as well as Walt and those other guys. He was one of the early founders of 

CUED and was adamant about the “U” staying in the organization when at one point 

there was discussion of broadening it to include industrial development. And of course 

that happened when CUED and AEDC merged. But CUED, there was a point when most 

of the original membership was all “big city guys.” I was probably the smallest “city 

guy,” from Norfolk, but they tended to be all “big city urban development people.” [And 

that] was fine, because that was needed at the time. But I think it just evolved into both 

the practical necessity of running one organization rather than two that weren’t exactly 

competitive, but weren’t complimentary necessarily, either. And those evolving into 

what’s now IEDC made a lot of sense. And the merger in, it was 2001 I think, evolved 

into that and that’s credit due in large part to Jeff Finkle.  

 

I understand that in the early years of CUED it was just major cities, and in the 

later years the smaller communities and the smaller cities became a part of it. Do 

you know the reason for this expanding membership? Was it for financial reasons? 

Or were the concerns and the issues in the smaller cities becoming similar to the 

larger cities? 

 

I think it was a combination of things. I think the larger cities, which had the huge out-

flight of the middle class [population] and business[es] to the suburbs, saw themselves as 

being abandoned. So Philadelphia, Chicago, New York, and Detroit…all these cities 

were having huge problems. [In response] they formed, I’ve forgotten the original name, 

the Urban Council, or something like that. They formed an organization, and they worked 

with EDA to come up with some financing programs for staffing and so forth. But I think 

those early, core big cities came to the realization that the smaller cities had the same 

problem. Norfolk had the same problem. It was a city at the time of 270,000 or 280,000 

people. But it was surrounded by other cities or water, so it couldn’t expand. In Virginia a 

law allowed cities to annex land from the counties to help expan[sion].. Also that helped 

allow [the expansion of] the tax base. So, they could acquire unincorporated land to 

continue growing their tax base; but, Norfolk was surrounded and couldn’t do that. So we 



began a process of “recycling” land, if you will. Norfolk was virtually 100% developed. 

So when real estate was abandoned or underutilized we would acquire it, not by 

condemnation, but by negotiation. Some of it was privately held land, [and] some if it 

was federal surplus land, [but] we would acquire and recycle it into usable, taxable assets 

and job generators. I have several examples: one was a piece of property that was an 

amusement park on Chesapeake Bay Beach. It was on the north end of the city. It was an 

old [family-owned] amusement park, and the family wanted to get out of it. They 

approached us about buying it. We bought it for a couple million dollars, but it was 

several acres right on the beach front…maybe 15 or 20 acres. It [had] a Chesapeake Bay 

view, [so] it was converted to condos and pretty high-end residential [properties], and it 

turned the whole area around. The whole area had devolved into drugs and prostitution, 

and it turned the whole area around. Another property we acquired was a State of 

Virginia ferry terminal. It was not a big piece of land, but it accessed a big area of water. 

We got control of it when they abandoned [the] terminal, and that became the basis for a 

huge marina that was privately developed. [The marina] was probably 200 or 300 slips 

but, because [there] was a deficit of small-boat marinas in the city it was an important 

step in contributing to the City’s tax base and identity as a boating an marine community. 

And that was where I got my interest. It was a function and product of my interest in 

boats and [the] waterfront. We did things like that which added to the city’s tax base and 

job base. But the skills to do that were nonexistent before EDA and CUED formed and 

got active. And then that’s when we brought small jurisdictions, smaller cities, into the 

membership. 

 

How was this financed? Was it financed through EDA (the purchasing of the land)? 

How did you get the financing for this acquisition? 

 

In those situations I mentioned, plus several others, we had city funds to do it. As I 

mentioned earlier, Norfolk had been very well-managed financially, so it had some cash 

surpluses. And we were able to just write a check. What we didn’t have was land, so the 

decision that was made—[my] policy recommendation to city council—was to convert 

some of this cash into real estate and direct it to a specific use that made sense for the 

community and for the city’s economic base in general.  

 

For example, when they bought the property that was a ferry terminal it [did not cost] a 

lot of money. Maybe it was $75,000 or $100,000. But, there was a group that came 

together and built a marina that [cost] a couple million dollars. And to calculate the cost 

of the personal property tax on the boats in the marina, the sales tax on the boats in the 

marina (the gas and all that stuff), it makes a huge impact on the city’s economy.  

 

But another case is the case of the amusement park site. That was city-funded. We didn’t 

go to EDA for any financing in real estate. I’m not even sure we would have qualified. 

The bigger cities were getting most of that. 

 

What about Buffalo? Was this the same case in Buffalo, where the city was able to 

finance some of these redevelopment projects? 

 



That has occurred in Buffalo. I’ve not been involved in that, but Buffalo in the past, to a 

point, was very aggressive in acquiring old industrial sites. Buffalo is an old industrial 

city that [has] a lot of vacant, and in some cases abandoned, sites. They, at times, have 

done a good job of acquiring those sites and cleaning them up. That was not what I was 

involved in. I was involved totally in waterfront. Some of these sites were converted 

successfully into industrial parks. Some still remain. Some need to be cleaned and [have] 

buildings torn down. [The] environmental cleaning of sites in Buffalo has been a huge 

issue, and a huge expense, because [Buffalo] was heavily industrial[ized]…much more so 

than Norfolk. The industrial sites in Norfolk that compare to Buffalo were shipyards, and 

most of those are still active.  

 

Did industrial sites in Buffalo that were contaminated receive funding from the 

federal government for redevelopment?  

 

Yea, they’ve gotten a lot of federal impact money to clean up several superfund sites 

designated in Buffalo for federal funding.  

 

Were you involved with the merger between AEDC and CUED at all? 

 

I was not. I was aware of it and supported it, but that was consummated in 2000-2001. So 

I was in Buffalo and busy working on other stuff. I was on the board as a Past President, 

but I was not involved in negotiations. [However], I knew that they were going on.  

 

What were the reasons for the merger? 

 

Well I think there were several practical reasons that you asked about earlier. Some of 

those were financial. My impression was that AEDC needed to have a broader 

membership base. They weren’t as financially strong as CUED was at the time. And I 

think it was fair to say that CUED needed a broader membership base as well [in order] 

to better cover [its] cost[s]. So I think there were some practical reasons for it to be 

pursued. [But] I don’t think there was any disagreement on the general philosophical 

reasons for it.  

 

As I mentioned earlier, some of the early CUED guys would not have wanted to get the 

“U” out of any of it, but it was just a matter of time before that probably needed to occur.  

 

Where do you see IEDC now, and where do you see the organization going into the 

future?  

 

Wow, that’s a tough question for me because I’ve been retired a few years now, and I 

haven’t been active in the conferences. [The] leadership [today encompasses] a [vast] 

array of skills, [including] both urban [development skills] and [non-urban] development 

skills, that are central to the business. I think with [the] leadership that Jeff has provided, 

and will continue to provide, [IEDC] will be the go-to source [for] both technical and 

philosophical information on urban issues. So long as there are cities [experiencing] 



major industrial shifts, there will be a need to transition them into a new economy. And 

there will be a need for people to help [with the transition]. 

 

I think it’s true of natural disasters. [Hurricane] Katrina was the key example. There was 

a city that really needed a rework. I think the storm exposed a lot of the weaknesses of 

the infrastructure, and also the leadership. And IEDC can provide a lot of mature 

leadership that comes from professionals who know how cities work and how to make 

them better. 

 

Where do you think the economic development profession is moving into the future? 

Do you see any emerging trends?  

 

I don’t think so. After it’s all said and done, cities [have been], and will continue to be, 

the center of economic activity. Traditional urban economics tells you that a city is a 

crossroads, literally and figuratively…it’s where economic exchanges occur. And so for 

as long as there are people who understand that, and understand that healthy economies 

transition from being focused on one industry, and one group of industries, to another, 

restructuring cities to compete in the new economy is going to continue to be required, 

and continue to be[come] more and more sophisticated.  

 

I think that’s what CUED and now IEDC has been about since the late 1960s, and I think 

that will continue to be the case. 

 

Do you have any stories or anecdotes you’d like to share about your time with the 

organizations or from your career? 

 

None that I want to talk about <laughs>.  

 

I will just say this…I joined the organization in 1976, and soon went to work for the City 

of Norfolk. [Then I] met all the people whose names I’ve mentioned. And one of the 

most interesting and immediate aspects of the personal relationships is that I can walk 

into a room where Kysiak, Gary Conley, Walt D’Alessio, and all those guys are in the 

room, and not have seen them for 5 or 10 years, and it’s like it was just last week. We’re 

that close, and always will be. And that’s one [aspect] of the personal relationships, and 

[one aspect of] the personal networking, of that group. And I’m sure it’s true of AEDC as 

well. It’s one of the most valuable things to me. And it reflects in both personal feelings 

as well as professional contacts.  

 

Is there anything else that you wanted to share about the organizations, or the 

profession, or your career? 

 

I don’t think so. Your questions have been very good, and it has made me think about a 

lot of things that happened in the past that I haven’t thought about in a long time. It 

makes me a little ashamed that I haven’t been to more conferences, particularly the one 

that’s going on now.   
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