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Smart Growth in CNY 2024: The Post-Conference Report

The Facts:

Attendance and Funding

The team that executed this event included the full board of the Syracuse Urbanism Collective:
Baxter Hankin, Jaynelle Nixon, Kevin Race, Tori Shaw, Michael John Heagerty, and Jonathan
Rizk. Other event organizers on the team were Nicole Watts of Hopeprint and Javier Zavaleta of
the Syracuse Urbanism Collective.

Attendance, Funding, and Sponsors

The Smart Growth in CNY Conference was held on November 15, 2024 at the McCarthy
Mercantile in Downtown Syracuse, NY. We had 74 ticketholding attendees, 19 panelists, four
moderators, Mayor Ben Walsh as a guest speaker, and 6 additional volunteers, for a total
attendance of approximately 104 people. We raised $2,250 from sponsors and $2,504 from
ticket sales, while spending $4,148 on technology, catering, ads, promotional items, and other
materials, resulting in a net positive sum of $606 raised towards the general funds of the
Syracuse Urbanism Collective. The event venue was provided for free by the McCarthy
Mercantile, IEEE donated $1000, QPK Design and SWBR both donated $500, and EDR
donated $250. Skeleton Bee Coffee & Bagels provided a great rate on catering, Washington
Street Partners provided extra chairs, Armory5 provided enhanced wifi capabilities, and
Hopeprint provided administrative support.

Event Summary

Pre-Conference

On the Thursday night before the conference we kicked off the event with a downtown walking
tour as a separate ticketed item with 15 people in attendance, which started at the Landmark
Theater and ended at Wolff’s Biergarten. On the day of the conference, we began with check in
at 7:30am and a networking breakfast from 8-9am.

Opening Remarks:

At 9am, we began with our opening remarks. Baxter Hankin spoke about the event’s program,
goals, the conditions in Central New York requiring smart growth, urbanism, our sponsors, and
the Syracuse Urbanism Collective. Nicole Watts spoke about Hopeprint and Michael John
Heagerty spoke about the McCarthy Mercantile. Then, several of our project managers spoke
about projects of the Syracuse Urbanism Collective. Kevin Race spoke about Mini Meadows,
Javier Zavaleta spoke about the Creekwalk Wayfinding Project, Jaynelle Nixon spoke about the
SWAG Bike Fest, Baxter Hankin spoke about the 1-81 Viaduct Project Recommendations and
the upcoming Urbanist Book Club.
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Post-Opening Remarks:

Mayor Ben Walsh followed with remarks about the city of Syracuse’s efforts towards smart
growth and his interest in working with the Syracuse Urbanism Collective during his last year as
mayor. More specifically, he spoke about transportation, including the city’s sidewalk program,
the quarter of Syracuse households without cars, bus rapid transit, scooter and bike share and
last-mile transporation, road paving, and the Community Grid. He spoke about climate resilience
and sustainability, including flood mitigation by dredging waterways, the urban force masterplan,
tree planting, the city’s sustainability task force, and upgrades of street lights to LEDs. The
mayor also discussed the city’s new zoning code and the opportunity to adapt it further going
forward.

Session 1 - Placemaking, Open Spaces & Public Amenities:

e Moderator: Nicole Watts, Hopeprint.

e Panelists: Andrew Frasier, Adapt CNY | SMTC. Munira Aziz, West Pond Alliance.
Victoria Coit, Cuse Culture. Maren King, SUNY-ESF. Josh Wilcox, Syracuse City Parks
Department.

Topics discussed:

Engaging community members in interactive placemaking.

City streets are effectively the city’s largest park. Let's use them as such.

Syracuse has large disparities in placemaking: location and who it is by/for.

Community Streets Program, including the Lodi Triangle project. Maybe make certain

interventions permanent in the future.

e Neighborhood identity with unique public spaces, flags, branding, community-building,
public space elements, etc.

e Strive towards health equtiy across neighborhoods: green space, open space, places to

gather, trees, etc. Educate people why certain elements are important within their

neighborhoods.

Bring people together who might be able to collaborate on placemaking.

Focus on the scale of pedestrian/cyclist.

Block party permits as an alternative to Community Streets.

Registered/unregistered events with the parks department.

Talk to your Syracuse Neighborhood and Business Development rep - quadrant

planners.

Communities need to be educated & collectively brainstorm on how to build community.

Understand processes of city agencies, power mapping, and how processes for

placemaking work.
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Session 2 - Housing & Development

Moderator: Tysha Martin, CNY Fair Housing

Panelists: Walter Dixie, Jubilee Homes (canceled). Cimone Jordan, City of Syracuse
Director of Neighborhood Development. Zach Zeliff, Uplift Syracuse | Senator Rachel
May’s Chief of Staff. Frank Cetera, Alchemical Nursery | Bitternut Homestead |
Democracy at Work Institute. Ryan Benz, Real Estate Developer at Redev CNY.

Topics Discussed:

Housing affordability.

MSA vs area median income difference.

City of Syracuse Housing Study and Housing Strategy - addressing market gap and
affordability gap, including for middle income earners.

State level bill ideas - land use, building code (including single-stair apartment buildings),
environmental review process reform, state housing loan fund.

Housing cooperatives - Bitternut Homestead as an example.

Construction costs are up.

Subsidy for first time affordable homebuyers.

Home affordability should be considered in the future, not just with initial buyers.
Community land trust can be combined with housing cooperatives.

ReZone Syracuse has a requirement for new development to include affordable units
and is allowing for greater supply of overall housing.

Historic tax credits can be used as a tool.

Montgomery County, MD with the Housing Opportunity Commission (public housing
agency) has created a new financing model that Syracuse can learn from.

Good cause eviction is important to combat displacement.

Low Income Housing Tax Credits - various municipal strategies.

Strategically spending CDBG dollars at the municipal level.

We need flexible, creative financing.

Improved permitting process, self-certification, and working with 3rd party permit
reviewers when the city is above work capacity.

CHN model for home ownership.

Scattered site approach.

Investing in neighborhoods in waves.

Use improved housing to improve neighborhood quality of life.

Senior housing needs focus, too.

Coordinate transit with housing. Resurgent Neighborhoods Initiative in Syracuse did
consider this.

The city uses code compliance as a tool to address out-of-town delinquent landlords.
How else can we promote local ownership of housing stock? We can decrease their
interest in investing by eliminating supply constraints. Or, we can remove housing from
the market and put it into cooperative corporation ownership.
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How do we get the creatives and young professionals more integrated with the culture of
the city?

Especially among new Americans, how can we support multigenerational housing
needs?

Can we have a local website for housing lottery for LIHTC apartments and other
affordable apartments in Syracuse?

Funding sources are vulnerable with changes in the federal government.

Session 3 - Transportation & Infrastructure

Moderator: Alex Lawson, CNY Fair Housing.

Panelists: Anne Savage, New York Bicycling Coalition Kevan Busa, City of Syracuse
Transportation Planner Bren Daiss, Centro Peyton Sefick, Disability Access Maurice ‘Mo’
Brown, Onondaga County Legislator.

Topics Discussed:

Traffic calming, such as reducing travel lanes to 10.5 ft and building greenways.

We do cars and snow well, but not other modes of transportation/infrastructure.

Vision Zero and elimination of traffic deaths.

Expanded school zones.

Expand the municipal sidewalk program.

The city will be working with a consultant to update its bike plan in 2025.

Our county DOT website only talks about road maintenance.

BRT and light rail. Needs to be county-wide, not just in the city, to access places across
the region.

Cyclists in Syracuse are not just white & affluent, includes people of all backgrounds.
Bus commuting patterns have changed from bringing suburbs into the city to bringing the
city dwellers to jobs out of town.

BRT won't likely have bus lanes and will have 12-15 minute frequency. Will not replace
line service, but will run on top of it.

A bus system redesign is underway, including a possibility of on-demand service like in
Rome, NY. System redesign will be on the road in 2026, and BRT will be on the road in
stages in 2027-2028. Some buses that go to Micron might skip the hub lineup, but
otherwise routes will continue to be organized around the hub lineup system.

Veoride has expanded beyond city limits.

The NY state bike/ped plan is outdated but is underway, and NY state has no safe
passing regulation.

Focus on equitable implementation of school zone speed cameras and other automated
enforcement.

Support required speed limiters for repeated speed offenders.

Magnarelli has a lot of influence in Albany when it comes to transportation issues.
Multimodal transportation safety can get people out into the world more, making society
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more social

Remove the idea that the bus and multimodal transportation are for poor people, rather
than everyone.

VEO scooter & bike share is being very well used.

Meet people where they’re at. Biking for both people with and without cars. Talk to
everyone instead of creating an echo chamber.

Participate in the National Bike Summit.

Look into free buses for SNAP recipients.

Create intuitive (such as desire paths) accessible paths.

Power wheelchair charging.

NY cities and villages have local control to create 25mph speed limits on local roads.
Can our bike sharing have more bicycle-like bikes?

Enforcement for people parking in bike lanes.

Snow removal in protected bike lanes.

How do we get new people to come to public hearings besides the regulars?

Striped narrowed lanes where we can’t narrow lanes physically

I-81 Viaduct Project as an opportunity to implement some of our transportation wish list.

Session 4 - Local and Regional Development Patterns

Moderator: Nazanin Ghaffari, SUNY ESF

Panelists: Ryan Fitzgerald, Salt City Harvest Farm. Dr. Sean Drake, Syracuse University
Assistant Professor & Senior Research Associate | Author. Eric Ennis, Deputy
Commissioner of Syracuse City Neighborhood & Business Development. Joe Driscoll,
I-81 Project Director for the City of Syracuse. Megan Costa, Deputy Director at
Onondaga County Department of Planning.

Topics Discussed:

Planning for post-micron regional growth.

Don’t repeat patterns of the past with industrialization/deindustrialization and suburban
sprawl. Elevate the value of cities and villages. Allow new development to add quality to
our communities.

Learn from Rochester’s Inner Loop.

Development needs to be attached to affordable housing, transportation, public
education, and jobs programs.

How will development affect the water cycle / water table / contamination?

Not any development should be allowed, only high-quality development.

Single-family development is a drain on a community’s tax base in terms of delivery of
services (hard infrastructure, public vehicle miles traveled, etc. and tax revenue per
acre).

How do we avoid displacement and gentrification?

Focus on building up neighborhood and business corridors that include transit.
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Neighborhood level planning efforts at a granular level with community engagement are
important, rather than just citywide planning efforts.

Improve access / diverse access to real estate development. Empower people to take
advantage of upcoming opportunities.

Assess the impact of gentrification and displacement on schools.

Preserve farmland by getting more farmers out there, taking over small and mid size
farms from aging owners. Also preserve other natural lands for recreational use and
habitat / water quality.

Onondaga County just completed an Agriculture and Farmland Protection Plan. Midsize
farms are disappearing. Northern farmlands are seeing high development pressure,
where vegetable farms are. Dairy is in the southern area of the county. But, we are
seeing an increase in agrotourism, and Onondaga County has begun to focus on land
preservation.

Mixed-use development is a major focus for the city.

The city of Syracuse is converting 1-way streets to 2-way streets, returning the street
grid to what it was pre-81 and pre-urban renewal, and focusing on creating a greater tree
canopy, better lighting, cohesive aesthetic design of buildings, wide sidewalks, and the
distance of buildings to the street.

The city school district needs more funding and better bus access to schools, a focus on
raising equality, increasing information about opportunities to students from a young age,
and access to affordable housing / training / jobs programs. We know what works from
the past, so we need to revert to past strategies.

Can we eliminate parking minimums?

Outside the city limits we can focus on existing and new town centers, avoiding
sprawling greenfield development.

Let’s use the principles of urbanism when planning for both cities and smaller
communities.
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Organizations and Individuals in Attendance, Panelists, Moderators, and Sponsors
Please reach out to the Syracuse Urbanism Collective at contact@syracuseurbanism.org for
specific contacts. This list is not comprehensive.

e City of Syracuse
Mayor Ben Walsh
Neighborhood & Business Development
Planning & Zoning
Parks
DPW
I-81 Viaduct Project Director
e City Neighborhoods

o Northeast Hawley Development Association
e Other Governmental Entities
Town of Manlius
Mayor James Rice of Fulton
Syracuse Metropolitan Transportation Council
NYSDOT
Cayuga County Planning
Auburn Planning & Economic Development
Senator Rachel May’s Office
Centro
Onondaga County Legislator Maurice Brown
e Non-Profit Organizations
Syracuse Urbanism Collective
Moving People Transportation Coalition
Downtown Committee of Syracuse
Congress for the New Urbanism
IEEE
GreeningUSA & SustainCNY
Hopeprint
West Pond Alliance
Cuse Culture
CNY Fair Housing
Alchemical Nursery
Bitternut Homestead
Democracy at Work Institute
New York Bicycling Coalition
o Disability Access

e Design Firms: QPK Design, EDR, SWBR, LaBella Associates, Azar Design Co,

Johnson-Schmidt, VIP Structures

o O O O O 0O O O O 0O 0O O O O ©O
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Real Estate: Washington Street Partners, Jubilee Homes, Redev CNY
Engineering Firms: WSP, Creighton Manning
Universities

o OCC, Syracuse University, SUNY ESF, Upstate Medical University
Various Artists
Other Businesses / Organizations: Baxter, The Palace Theater, Salt City Harvest
Farm, Skeleton Bee Coffee & Bagels, Armory5, McCarthy Mercantile

Survey responses
In our post-conference survey, we asked attendees six questions. Here are the questions and
their responses:

What did you learn from this event?
Attendees learned how Syracuse is preparing for the future, how Syracuse is facing similar

issues as other municipalities, and that the city of Syracuse will be updating their bicycle plan.
Attendees also met others with similar interests, learned about organizations making a
difference locally, and learned that there is an ecosystem of people who want to support
human-centered design in Syracuse.

What can we do to improve the event for next time?
Most attendees asked for better audio quality next time - there was microphone feedback,

reverb, and static, and it was too low volume for folks in the back of the room to hear some
speakers properly. Attendees also asked for better vegan food options, and for a more regional
approach to the event rather than mostly focusing on the city of Syracuse.

After this conference, what action items are you considering related to smart growth in CNY?
Some attendees are looking to engage with different transit organizations, work with local food

producers, push for better housing practices, build community within neighborhoods, and attend
Syracuse Urbanism Collective meetings. Some had no next steps, and some viewed the event
as more of an educational opportunity than a starting point for action.

What issues would you like to work on with the Syracuse Urbanism Collective, other partner
organizations, and attendees?

Some responses included any urbanism issues, transportation, housing, accessibility, bus
frequency, bike infrastructure, bike rack placement, beautification programs, engaging different
neighborhood associations, zoning reform, and inter-municipal growth management.

How can the Syracuse Urbanism Collective and conference partners support your ongoing work
r m rowth in CNY?

Most respondents were not sure. Other answers included tips or advice on organizing and
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advocating, as well as working on projects collaboratively and doing more information sharing.

Other comments, thoughts, and takeaways:

Attendees enjoyed the conference and food and look forward to next year, with one comment
from an attendee who hoped for a more regional approach.

Takeaways

Successes

Mostly smooth execution of the event.

High turnout with a variety of key stakeholders and community members, both new to
the table and regular participants in governance.

The generation and sharing of ideas.

Networking between key stakeholders and community members.

Failures

Poor quality sound system - difficult to hear, and too much echo.

There was a discrepancy with the schedule, so we had to make up time.

The event lacked enough of a regional focus, and was too hyperlocal to Syracuse,
according to some.

Next steps

Reach out to conference attendees on action items and with this report, looking to
collaborate on issues outlined from the sessions and share ideas.

Generate a public policy project team that will pull ideas from this report for local and
state action. Reach out to public officials on projects we’d like to pursue.

Use the ideas generated in this conference and outlined in this document as a guide for
all other projects of the Syracuse Urbanism Collective.
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