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This portion of the Opportunity Agenda lays out Joanie Mahoneyôs plan for 

reducing property taxes and modernizing government to compete in the 21st 

Century. As Bruce Katz of the Brookings Institute has said, ñtruly competitive 

regions are bold, flexible and fast.ò In order to revitalize our economy and 

become one of these truly competitive regions that excel in the 21st century, 

Joanie will lead an effort to reduce taxes and modernize our system of 

government. Through unparalleled cooperation and adoption of a regional 

vision, we will become more successful as a region at creating and retaining 

jobs, reducing the tax burden, and attracting young people to live in our 

community. 

The Challenge 

Onondaga County residents pay some of the highest taxes in the nation. 

These high tax rates make it difficult for companies to create jobs or locate 

here, increase the cost of living for families, and make the region less 

appealing to young people. In a recent study, Onondaga County combined 

local property taxes were greater than all but two of the more than 3,000 

counties in the U.S. 
1
 In addition, New York State has the third highest state 

income taxes in the nation
2
 and the fourth highest combined state and local 

sales tax rates in the nation.
3
 The bottom line is Onondaga County residents 

are paying too much of their hard earned money to fund government and we 

are jeopardizing our long-term prospects for success. 

The primary reason that our taxes are so high is that we are funding archaic 

ñsmall boxò government institutions that were designed in the 1800s at a time 

when ensuring efficient service delivery required small municipal boundaries 

due to limited communications options, limited administrative capacity, and 

horse-drawn travel. 

Amazingly, despite advancements in nearly every other part of society, our 

system of local government has barely evolved over the past one-hundred 

years and we are still governed by these same archaic institutions formed 

before the invention of the light bulb, telephone, automobile, and computer. 

We often say that we would never willingly re-create the government, yet we 

have not taken the necessary steps to succeed in a rapidly changing world. 

In Onondaga County, we currently have more layers of government per 

person than anywhere else in the country. For a community of less than half 

a million residents, we have 35 local governments (1 city, 19 towns, and 15 

villages) and 18 school districts. According to Syracuse 20/20 we have more 

special service districts than any other county in New York State (177 

drainage districts, 188 street lighting districts, 35 fire protection districts, 10 

park districts, 20 garbage and refuse districts, 143 water districts, and 74 

other miscellaneous districts).
4
 We also have fragmented economic 

development decision-making and land-use planning/zoning that has limited 

our ability to succeed as a region by forcing residents and companies to 

navigate confusing and inconsistent policies, and unintentionally created 
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competition and antagonism among local layers of government. As a result of 

continuing to operate with archaic forms of government, we have watched 

our taxes consistently go up, our economy and wages stagnate well below 

the national average, and young people move away for opportunities 

elsewhereðbut we can change all thisé 

The Solution: Mahoneyôs Opportunity Agenda for  

Reducing Taxes & Modernizing Government 

As County Executive, Joanie Mahoney will take the necessary steps to 

reduce property taxes and provide the leadership needed to modernize our 

system of local government. By transforming our government to compete in 

the 21st Century, we will revitalize our economy, create well-paying jobs, and 

attract young people to our region, all of which will substantially reduce our 

local property taxes.  

Property Tax Relief: 

 

1. Reduce operating costs and improve efficiency through the 

adoption of advanced technology systems and innovative service 

delivery models   

¶ Integrate cutting-edge computer systems that allow for more efficient 

service delivery and data management. Initial capital investments in 

technology will provide long-term savings through efficiency and 

increased productivity, which will reduce long-term costs and staffing 

needs. 

¶ Conduct a óRe-inventing Government Analysis.ô In the 1990s, the 

Federal government conducted hundreds of efficiency audits and 

initiatives that contributed to balancing the Federal budget. Many of 

these approaches and best practices from the public and private 

sectors can be adopted on the local level to improve service delivery 

while reducing costs. 

¶ Adopt a performance management system, similar to the 

computerized SyraStat model implemented by the City of Syracuse 

or Mayor Bloombergôs Citywide Accountability Program, to evaluate 

the effectiveness of every dollar expended and identify opportunities 

for cost savings. 

¶ Partner with experts at the Maxwell School of Citizenship and Public 

Affairs and local business leaders to review local government 

budgets and service models to find new ideas to improve services 

and reduce taxes. 

¶ Build upon innovative shared service delivery models, like Operation 

Impact, that improve the quality of service through unprecedented 
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inter-municipal cooperation without increasing the cost of 

government to residents. 

2. Eliminate waste, fraud & abuse 

¶ Support anti-fraud and abuse efforts. Recent investigations by the 

Attorney General and the District Attorney suggest that some fraud 

and abuse exists in our County entitlement programs. These abuses 

cost time and money that could be used to provide tax relief. Short-

term investments in high-tech tracking systems will reduce fraud and 

discourage individuals from trying to take advantage of the system. 

Government Modernization: 

Over the past few years, civic leaders from Syracuse 20/20, the Onondaga 

Citizens League, the Greater Syracuse Chamber of Commerce, and 

professors from the Maxwell School have worked hard to educate our 

community about the benefits of strategic government consolidation. Joanie 

is confident that our community can agree upon a common vision for our 

region and come together to determine the ideal local government structure. 

Through these efforts, we will make our regional economy more competitive, 

increase the effectiveness and efficiency of government, provide meaningful 

property tax relief, and expand the visibility of our region. 

1. Build a shared regional vision of local government: To transform 

our system of local government to compete in the 21st Century, we must 

take the necessary steps to turn ideas and reports about government 

modernization into action plans and progress. 

¶ Use the resources and influence of the County Executiveôs office and 

form strong partnerships with Syracuse 20/20, the Onondaga County 

Citizenôs League, the Greater Syracuse Chamber of Commerce, and 

the Maxwell School to lead a community-wide dialogue about 

government modernization to educate residents about the 

opportunities, build consensus around a common vision, and, most 

importantly, take action. 

¶ Partner with the New York State Commission on Government 

Efficiency and Competitiveness, including seeking a Central New 

York representative on the Commission, to learn from government 

experts about best practices. 

¶ Aggressively pursue Shared Municipal Services Initiative grants to 

ensure that modernization efforts do not increase the cost of 

government for residents. 

¶ Reach out to government and community leaders from communities, 

such as Louisville, Indianapolis, Portland, Miami-Dade and Nashville, 

to learn from their experiences and discuss strategies for progress in 

our community. 
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2. Focus on areas that will create economic growth and reduce 

taxes: We must bring together stakeholders from across our community 

and build a broad-based coalition that works to find common-sense 

areas of agreement where we can achieve greater efficiency and reduce 

costs. Initial areas for consideration should include: 

¶ Providing regional services at the regional level: We will make 

our region more economically competitive by integrating economic 

development activities and moving towards making land-use 

decisions at the regional level. Consolidation of economic 

development functions will create a more streamlined environment 

for business, eliminate competition among local governments, and 

make it easier and more desirable for employers to come to Central 

New York. By adopting a ñone-stop shoppingò approach to economic 

development, we will help companies create jobs by cutting through 

the never-ending layers of red tape that too many start-up firms and 

expanding businesses experience in Onondaga County. Combining 

our economic development efforts will also increase our regionôs 

ability to attract new businesses and young people by increasing the 

visibility of the region and maximizing the impact of regional 

resources in the global competition for jobs and talent. In addition, 

regional assets that support our regional economy, such as Hancock 

International Airport, transportation infrastructure and systems, and 

parking garages, are vital components of our long-term growth and 

should be administered regionally to remove the burden from any 

single local government. 

¶ Coordinating infrastructure maintenance & repair: As New York City 

Mayor LaGuardia used to say, there isnôt a Republican or 

Democratic way to clean a street, provide water or sewer service, 

maintain a park, collect garbage, or plow a street. Currently, multiple 

entities provide these services, resulting in increased costs with no 

gain in quality or quantity of service provision. Currently, these 

service delivery inefficiencies are passed on to citizens in the form of 

higher property taxes. By coordinating infrastructure services 

regionally, government can reduce costs by taking advantage of 

economies of scale in capital investment and services, and return the 

savings in the form of property tax relief. 

¶ Aligning administrative functions to the appropriate level of 

government: A significant proportion of property tax dollars fund 

duplicative administrative government functions. For example, nearly 

every local government has its own purchasing, information 

technology, finance, assessment, engineering, and legal services. 

Regional coordination of these types of administrative functions, 

through either intergovernmental agreement or formal consolidation, 

will increase efficiency and reduce costs for taxpayers. 
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Where the first part of the Opportunity Agenda focused upon reducing 

property taxes and modernizing government, this portion of Joanieôs 

Opportunity Agenda lays out her plan for making our neighborhoods safer 

and improving our quality of life. Each component of Joanieôs Opportunity 

Agenda provides a blueprint of her plans to lead our community forward as 

Onondaga County Executive. 

As County Executive, Joanie will bring together and lead a team of 

government leaders, private sector partners, civic leaders and top educators 

to advance a comprehensive and integrated approach to confronting the 

interconnected challenges of creating economic opportunity, eliminating 

poverty, preventing crime, improving education, and eradicating 

neighborhood blight. As Bruce Katz has stated, ñin a changing economy, 

regional cohesion and less governmental fragmentation are hallmarks of 

smart governance.ò By acknowledging that we are most likely to succeed if 

we work together and adopting an óall hands on deckô approach to improving 

quality of life in our community, we will realize the future we all know is 

possible. 

The Challenge 

While the population of the nation has grown by more than 40% over the past 

35 years, Onondaga Countyôs population has declined by more than 3% (the 

towns have increased population by more than 13% while the City population 

has decreased over 25%).
5
1 While we all know families who have ñvoted with 

their feetò and moved away due to a lack of employment opportunities and 

high local taxes, we also know families who have left because of quality of 

life issues, such as crime, underperforming schools, and urban blight. To 

complicate matters further, Onondaga County (and all of Upstate New York) 

has experienced some of the lowest in-migration rates of young families and 

individuals in the nation.
6
 The decades of out-migration and a lack of 

inmigration, has forced remaining residents to pay more and more for 

government servicesðwhich continues the cycle by further driving up the 

cost of living and making our community less attractive to future generations 

andpotential residents. We have to have to break this cycle now. 

The Solution: Mahoneyôs Opportunity Agenda for  

Making Neighborhoods Safer & Improving Our Quality of Life  

Making Neighborhoods Safer by Fighting Crime & its Causes 

 

As a former criminal prosecutor, Joanie understands how crime negatively 

affects our quality of life. When we watch the news stories about homicides 

and other violent crimes, we are constantly reminded of the desperation, 

poverty, and violence in some parts of our community. Crime does not follow 

municipal boundaries and it has become a growing concern of residents in 

the City and inner-ring suburbs. Some families have decided to relocate 
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because of crime, while crime also makes our community less attractive to 

visitors and prospective residents. The recent reduction in crime statistics is 

a credit to the hardworking men and women of our public safety 

departments, but we must do more to ensure that no one in our community 

has to fear for their safety or the safety of their children. Since no single level 

of government is solely responsible for preventing crime and its causes, 

Joanie vows, as County Executive to expand the inter-municipal Operation 

Impact model and take a much more holistic and integrated approach to 

fighting both crime and its causes. 

Fighting Crime 

 

¶ Expand and strengthen inter-agency collaboration & community 

policing efforts: The recent success of Operation Impact shows the 

power of collaboration at addressing the biggest challenges facing 

our community. This partnership between the State Troopers, 

Onondaga County Sheriffôs Department, City Policy Department, 

U.S. Attorneyôs Office, Federal Bureau of Investigation, State 

Attorney General, County District Attorney, and the Probation 

Department, must be expanded upon and formalized, so that the 

positive results that have been produced will continue for years to 

come. 

¶ Adopt cutting-edge crime fighting technology: A key strategy of 

New York Cityôs crackdown on crime in the 1990s was the adoption 

of CompStat, the computerized statistical system that tracked crime 

data to evaluate trends and evaluate deployment patterns. 

Onondaga County should strive to create a coordinated regional 

system, similar to CompStat that will utilize data to efficiently deploy 

forces to prevent crime and maximize the impact of scare resources. 

We must also look to expand and further integrate communications 

and data sharing systems to ensure that response times are swift 

and data is available rapidly to officers in the field. We must also 

invest in on-going professional training and cutting-edge crime 

solving technology to ensure that our hard-working law enforcement 

officers have all the necessary tools at their disposal to make our 

community safe. 

Fighting the Causes of Crime 

As weôre fighting crime, we must come together as a community to prevent 

young people and future generations from turning to a life of crime: 

¶ Break the cycle of poverty by modernizing social services: We 

spend over half of the County budget on social services and 

Medicaid to serve the least fortunate in our community. We must 

take a step back and evaluate how social services are delivered in 
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Onondaga County and whether the programs are achieving the 

desired outcomes. Progressive service delivery models like the 

Westside Strategy show the potential for coordination of 

governmental, educational, and not-for-profit entities in our 

community to provide effective and efficient service in the future. In 

addition to coordinating all services to maximize impact, we must 

also modernize our information technology and data systems, so we 

are not wasting resources on inefficient processes. Recent 

investments by County Executive Pirro have proven that technology 

enhancements can improve efficiency and reduce costs, and we 

must build upon this progress. Now we must build upon the recent 

successes and the renewed spirit of cooperation to bring our 

services into the 21st Century. In order to develop a comprehensive 

strategy for modernizing social services, we must pull together a 

Countywide Social Services Working Group that will include 

stakeholders from across our community (local governments, 

businesses, service providers, healthcare experts, educators, not-

for-profit organizations, public safety entities, universities, etc). 

Drawing upon a wide range of expertise, the Working Group will 

evaluate every aspect of social service delivery and consider best 

practices utilized around the nation. Joanie will specifically seek the 

Working Groupôs guidance on several issues and utilize the 

responses as a blueprint for modernizing service delivery: 

ü Evaluate the effectiveness of existing service delivery models 

and programs to determine whether individuals and families are 

receiving the services they need and whether the Westside 

Strategy is replicable in other parts of the County 

ü Evaluate the in-take process and analyze the geographic and 

demographic distribution of poverty to determine the ideal point 

of service delivery 

ü Develop benchmarks for our community to measure progress, 

evaluate whether current governmental organization can meet 

these objectives and identify barriers to success (i.e. predatory 

industries) 

ü Propose ways to strengthen the relationship between County 

government and not-for-profit service providers, including 

evaluating administrative requirements, the structure of 

contracts, and the impact of ómatchô requirement 

ü Determine what on-going training service providers should 

receive to update skills and improve service quality  

ü Identify opportunities to integrate technology to reduce costs, 

improve efficiency, and eliminate waste and fraud 
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By modernizing social services, we can reduce poverty while reducing costs. 

Other communities have already accomplished similar initiatives, such as 

Durham and Pittsburgh, both of which identified areas needing improvement, 

implemented strategies to share responsibility and coordinate service 

delivery, developed metrics to measure progress and evaluate results, and 

reported to the community and stakeholders regularly to address challenges 

and adapt to issues as they arose. 

¶ Create economic opportunity by moving families from welfare to work 

through increased workforce training and job placement 

opportunities: A strong economy with a wide-variety of employment 

opportunities for individuals of all abilities is critical to reducing 

poverty in our community. Poverty too often leads to a desperation 

thatmanifests itself through criminal activity. We must create 

economic opportunity for those in need by expanding adult literacy 

programs, providing basic skills training, and coordinating job-

specific workforce development opportunities with job openings. 

¶ Expand educational & recreational opportunities for youth: Too 

many young people in our community are turning to crime. We must 

provide meaningful opportunities for our youth to prevent the next 

generation from repeating the mistakes of previous generations. Inside 

the classroom, we must work to engage young people and show the 

importance of having the skills necessary to find meaningful 

employment. Outside of the classroom, we must expand youth 

recreational opportunities and provide alternatives to the street, such as 

extended hours and programs at community centers and schools, and 

expanding night recreational opportunities. 

¶ Eliminate neighborhood blight: Studies show that crimes are most 

likely to be committed in blighted areas, where individuals are more likely 

to assume that their actions will go unpunished. The efforts of Mayor 

Giuliani and Chief Bratton showed the impact of physically cleaning up 

the New York City on reducing crime. The lessons learned from cleaning 

up the New York subway system and commercial districts, and the 

subsequent decline in crimes in this areas, serves as a model for 

Onondaga County. 

Improving our Quality of Life 

Recent studies show that young families and talented individuals are making 

decisions about where to live and raise their families based more upon 

quality of life factors, rather than solely upon the location of economic 

opportunities. While Onondaga County has many of the attributes that 

individuals identify as critical to deciding where to live, more must be done to 

improve our quality of life and we must better market the strengths that we 

have, such as world-class universities, access to nature, strong 

neighborhoods, innovative businesses, and some of the greatest people in 
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the nation. In order to ensure a vibrant future, Onondaga County must 

become one of the best places to live in the nation. We must work together to 

become much more attractive in the global competition for retaining and 

attracting the residents that will help our community thrive in the 21st 

Century. 

¶ Strengthen neighborhoods by expanding homeownership: 

Homeownership is a key to developing vibrant neighborhoods. Just 

as an individual is less likely to take care of a leased vehicle than 

one he or she owns, many individuals that own rental units or are 

living in rental units are not maintaining their properties to a high 

level. This problem is no longer just a City issue but is creeping into 

many towns and villages. As more properties are becoming rental 

units and continually change hands too many neighborhoods are 

becoming blighted. Unlike many communities, the challenge in 

Onondaga County is not the high cost of the housing structures 

themselves, but rather the high costs of obtaining a mortgage (down 

payments, closing costs, taxes, fees, etc). 

We must develop incentives to encourage homeownership and 

promote individuals to become more invested in our neighborhoods. 

We should partner with educational institutions, governments and 

banks to develop programs to help families and individuals move 

from renting to owning. 

We should encourage public service professionals to live in the 

communities in which they serve by reducing the initial costs of 

homeownership. 

¶ Beautify neighborhoods, business districts & gateways & 

eliminate blight: For too long, trash and other debris has cluttered 

many parts of our County, showing a lack of pride in our community 

and giving visitors a bad first impression. While many short-term 

solutions have been adopted over the years, the lack of coordination 

among levels of government and the unfortunate ability of one 

government to place the blame on another (i.e. the City and the 

State Department of Transportation over the litter-filled on-ramps and 

off-ramps), has created the unfortunate result of our community 

looking much less attractive than it should. 

As part of the first section of the Opportunity Agenda, Joanie laid out 

strategies for government collaboration and cooperation.  

Beautification is another key area for working together. When a 

visitor comes to Onondaga County theyôre not interested who is 

responsible for picking up trash, they only notice that it is dirty. We 

must all take responsibility for beautifying our neighborhoods, 

business districts and gateways. We must work to plant more flowers 

and trees that will add color to our community. We must work to 
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eliminate blight wherever it exists, which will not only improve 

peopleôs attitudes towards our community, but also reduce crime, as 

research shows that crimes are most likely to be committed in areas 

where individuals feel like no one cares. Just as all levels of 

government must do a better job maintaining public spaces, such as 

medians, residents must be responsible for maintaining their 

properties, especially when it affects the quality of life for others.  

¶ Ensure quality parks & expand recreational opportunities: 

Onondaga County is filled with dozens of County and local parks that 

provide incredible access to nature and recreation. Where many 

communities across the nation are trying to figure out how to 

increase parklands, we have already made the forward-thinking 

investments over the past century. Now the challenge is to 

meticulously maintain and improve these parks to ensure that current 

and future generations can enjoy our natural gems. 

While we must improve all of our parks, we have three opportunities 

that have the potential to provide unprecedented recreational 

opportunities for our community: the Onondaga Lake clean-up, the 

development of the Inner Harbor, and the creation of the Onondaga 

Creekwalk. As we work together to complete these projects, we must 

work to maximize their potential by adopting many of innovative 

ideas contained within F.O.C.U.S. Greater Syracuseôs óWater & 

Waterways Strategic Plan,ô and other forward-thinking strategies. We 

must market these assets to maximize local use and ensure that 

they remain destinations of choice for local residents and visitors. 

We must educate the public about the clean-up and encourage them 

to ócome back to the Lakeô and óexplore Central New York.ô We must 

realize the vision for the Inner-Harbor with retail, restaurants, 

entertainment, and hotel/residential opportunities that will draw 

visitors and families to the Lake. We must be more aggressive in 

promoting existing events held near the Lake and create additional 

opportunities and signature events that showcase the entire 

perimeter of the lake. We must continue the work to complete a 

óLake Trailô around Onondaga Lakeôs circumference of the lake, and 

ensure that recreational trails are accompanied by educational and 

historical markers to enrich the experience of visitors. 

We must also increase access to rental boats and other water-sports 

equipment so families and young people can enjoy the lake. By 

ensuring a wide-range of activities and opportunities, we will attract 

residents from throughout the region. 

¶ Promote environmental sustainability & responsibility: As we 

confront the climate crisis as a nation, each community must do its 

part to reduce carbon emissions, reduce usage of non-renewable 
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energy and adopt alternative, clean energy sources, promote 

alternative means of transportation to improve air quality, build 

efficient green buildings, conserve and reuse water, and protect 

natural spaces and habitat. Building upon the history of 

environmental leadership from SUNY-ESF and many local 

organizations and the governmental leadership displayed County 

Executive Pirro and Mayor Driscoll on environmental issues, 

Onondaga County has the potential to become known as a national 

leader in sustainable practices and clean technology innovation. 

While every community must do its part to protect our planet, we can 

use our efforts to both make a difference and attract young talent 

who want to raise families in responsible communities. Other 

communities, such as Seattle, Portland, and Burlingame, have all 

used their efforts at sustainability to market and grow their regionð

and we can do the same thing in Onondaga County. 

¶ Revitalize downtown as a ñcoolò urban center: Cities around the 

nation are trying to re-invent themselves as ñcool cities.ò Portland, 

Austin, Chicago, Denver, and Charlotte are all working to create the 

amenities to that will attract young professional to live in their 

communities. Economist Richard Florida has posited that the 

ñcreative classò of young talent is deciding where to live based upon 

cultural amenities within various regions of the countryðwe must 

become a community of choice for individuals and families. As young 

professions seek an urban lifestyle and seniors seek smaller, more 

convenient living spaces, we must convert additional industrial 

buildings to mixed-uses and build upon the recent successes in 

Armory Square, Hanover Square and Franklin Square. We must 

enhance cultural opportunities and expand access to performing arts 

performance. We must incorporate public art into our urban design 

plans and showcase the talents of local artists. We must realize the 

vision articulated by Chancellor Cantor to extend Syracuse 

University into downtown and connect community residents with 

faculty members and students. We must also expand recreational 

opportunities and create neighborhoods amenities to encourage 

people to live and play downtown. 

¶ Make strategic investments & rebuild deteriorating 

infrastructure: Too many miles of roads and below ground 

infrastructure in our community are in disrepair. Political battles have 

repeatedly stifled progress and prevented our community from 

making some necessary investments. We must take the politics out 

of infrastructure projects. 

We must evaluate the needs of all infrastructure systems and 

determine how to administer and fund needed improvements. We 

should also consider the aesthetic impact of infrastructure projects 
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and build structures that are functional and beautify our community. 

In addition, Syracuse 20/20 has advanced an intriguing idea of 

capitalizing a pool of resources into a Quality Investment Trust. The 

fund could be used for gap financing of strategic new construction & 

repair of existing buildings, as local match for State and Federal 

funds, or as seed money for Community Reinvestment projects. The 

idea should be pursued further 
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The number one criterion for most families that are deciding where to live is 

access to quality schools for their children. While many individuals in our 

community do not consider education a óCounty issue,ô Joanie believes that  

the future of our region is dependent upon the quality of educational 

opportunities available throughout our community. Onondaga County is 

currently home to several of the best primary and secondary schools in the 

nation; however, just a few miles away, we also have some of the worst 

performing schools in New York State. Some schools send dozens of 

students to Ivy League schools, while others graduate less than 50% of in-

coming freshman. When students do not graduate from high school, the 

County ends up spending more money on social services, which results in 

higher taxes for all of us. This cycle must end. In short, we are unable to 

retain many of the most talented individuals graduating from local secondary 

schools and we are failing to provide the skills necessary for many of those 

that do remain to secure gainful employment. In order to become a more 

competitive region, we must ensure that all communities have high quality 

schools. As County Executive, Joanie will use her leadership skills and the 

influence of County government to improve the quality of education in our 

community: 

¶ Develop incentives to attract and retain talented teachers: Over 

a fifth of our teachers are expected to retire in the next five years and 

other schools are experiencing frequent turnover of their faculty. 

Continually improving the quality of education for our youth depends 

upon our ability to attract and retain young talented teachers. Many 

communities, such as Chicago and New York, have developed 

incentives to encourage college graduates to begin teaching in their 

communities. These incentives range from housing incentives, 

graduate school scholarships, undergraduate loan forgiveness 

programs, higher pay, or other leadership opportunities. Other 

programs such as Teach for America and AmeriCorps also help 

attract young talent to the classroom. Furthermore, Syracuse 

University and LeMoyne College turn out many fine young teachers 

every year right here in Onondaga County. We must partner with 

these area universities and school districts to develop strategies to 

address the coming teacher shortage and ensure that every student 

receives top-quality instruction.  

¶ Ensure tax dollars are making it into the classroom: In 2006-

2007, Onondaga County government distributed nearly $16 million in 

sales tax to school districts and contributed $50 million towards the 

operations of Onondaga Community College. Anytime tax dollars are 

expended, we must ensure that they are used efficiently and achieve 

intended outcomes. Just like other municipal operations, we must 

evaluate every dollar expended by school districts for non-

instructional purposes and seek to eliminate all administrative waste 

EDUCATION EDITION  
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and bureaucratic duplication. We must work to minimize the costs of 

administrative operations by coordinating and consolidating non-

academic functions. 

¶ Initiate a County-wide dialogue on the future of education in 

Onondaga County: Joanie will bring together the best minds in the 

region and the State to discuss the best way to ensure that every 

child in Onondaga County, regardless of their zip code, has access 

to quality schools and the resources necessary to prepare them for 

success. A key component of any community strategy must be 

confronting the declining graduation rate in the City and inner-ring 

suburban school districts that are contributing to the societal ills of 

poverty, blight, and crime. Since educational performance is 

dependent upon a range of factors, many of which are outside the 

classroom, County government must take a lead in reforming social 

services and working with parents to ensure that students are 

receiving the non-educational resources they need to succeed. 

¶ Create pathways to higher education for high school graduates: 

Success in the global economy depends upon an individualôs ability 

to compete in the knowledge and innovation economy. To create 

opportunities for the next generation, we must form meaningful 

partnerships with the strong institutions of higher education located 

within our region. As we work to expand high school graduation 

rates, we must also ensure that students are receiving the skills they 

need to compete, be it through a university education, community 

college education, or vocational training. We must work to increase 

the number of students taking advantage of the range of quality 

programs available throughout the region, such as Onondaga 

Community College, which has become a national model for 

providing its students with the practical skills necessary to thrive in 

the global economy. By increasing the enrollment of local students at 

local institutions we will help ensure that our young people can 

achieve the future they desire in our community. 
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The first part of her Opportunity Agenda focused upon reducing property 

taxes and modernizing government, while the second part laid out a plan for 

making our neighborhoods safer, improving our quality of life, and expanding 

educational opportunities. Todayôs announcement lays out Joanieôs vision for 

revitalizing our economy and creating high-paying jobs. 

Each component of Joanieôs Opportunity Agenda provides a blueprint of her 

plans to lead our community forward as Onondaga County Executive. 

As County Executive, Joanie will bring together and lead a team of 

government officials, private sector partners, civic leaders, and top educators 

to implement a regional approach to economic development. To excel in the 

global economy, we must become a competitive region that is ñbold, flexible 

and fast.ò
7
 Together, we will make Onondaga County óthe easiest place to do 

business in New York Stateô and create economic opportunity for all 

residents. 

The Challenge 

The challenges facing the Upstate New York economy are well documented: 

the slowest job growth in the nation, population loss, stagnant incomes, 

growing poverty, and too few young individuals and families moving into our 

community.
8
 Many of the challenges are a direct result of anti-business 

policies from New York State government. New Yorkôs tax rates are 

considered among the least supportive of small business growth in the 

nation.
9
 Overregulation and numerous government mandates at the state 

level have earned our State the reputation of one of the least business-

friendly places in the nation.
10

 Countless studies have shown how high 

taxation and heavy regulation at the State level has created a hostile 

environment for job creation in Upstate New York.
11

 

At a time when local governments should be working together to counteract 

the disadvantages imposed by the State, our contentious local political 

environment has made progress even more difficult. We have all watched 

fragmented, and often competing, economic development efforts allow petty 

parochial politics to delay or kill meaningful economic opportunities. These 

failures of our government leaders have gained Syracuse and Onondaga 

County an unfortunate reputation as a difficult place to do business, even 

within the context of New York State. If we are to revitalize our regional 

economy, we must adopt a new approach to the way we help companies 

create jobs and promote growth. 

PART III: REVITALIZI NG 

OUR ECONO MY AND 

CREATING ECOMOMIC 

OPPORTUNITY FOR ALL 

RESIDENTS  
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The Solution: Mahoneyôs Opportunity Agenda 

Revitalizing our Economy & Creating Economic Opportunity for 

All Residents  

Despite the barriers created by anti-growth State policies and local political 

infighting, our regional economy is showing signs of strength: the regional 

unemployment rate is below the State average, millions of dollars are being 

invested in Downtown, regional employers are expanding, and 

unprecedented connections are being made between regional universities 

and our community. 

Now, we must pull together stakeholders from across the community and 

move our community together as a region. While part of the key to 

revitalizing our economy is modernizing government, reducing taxes, and 

improving our quality of life (as Joanie described in Parts I and II of her 

Opportunity Agenda), we must also transform our approach to economic 

development. By doing so we will revitalize our economy, create high-paying 

jobs, attract young talent to our region, and increase the quality of life for all 

residents.  

Revitalizing our Economy by Becoming the ñEasiest Place to do 

Business in New Yorkò 

Our regional economy faces some serious challenges: a suffocating 

regulatory and high tax environment created by State government, global 

competition for talent, wage and commodity price competition with emerging 

market economies, and archaic local government institutions that impede job 

creation efforts. Some of these challenges are outside of our control; 

therefore, we must be bold and effective at addressing those that are not. To 

succeed, we need an innovative and regional approach to economic 

development, which integrates the interests of all stakeholders, but provides 

streamlined and hassle-free service to the companies trying to create jobs in 

our community. We need to align efforts of government with the innovative 

strategies and programs of the Chamber of Commerce, the MDA, and 

MACNY. We must give our community a competitive advantage in the race 

for jobs and talent by making Onondaga County the ñeasiest place to do 

Business in New York State.ò 

To revitalize our economy, we must: 

Á Adopt a regional approach to economic development: The economic 

success of Central New York depends upon our ability to develop a 

coherent vision for our region and take the necessary steps to make the 

vision a reality. Right now nearly 100 entities are involved in economic 

development efforts in Onondaga County. While many of these entities 

have the best of intentions, the result has been disjointed and inconsistent 

support for businesses trying to create jobs in Onondaga County. The 

current economic development structures have proven to be unable to 
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keep up with the rapid innovation and evolution of the global market. We 

must modernize and align our efforts, and in doing so maximize our return 

on investment by leveraging different resources and areas of expertise 

into a coherent, integrated process. 

Upon taking office, Joanie will bring all stakeholders to the table to form a 

coherent regional vision for economic development that integrates all 

economic development efforts in a way that is streamlined and as hassle-

free as possible. As Bruce Katz has said, ñin a changing economy, 

regional cohesion and less governmental fragmentation are hallmarks of 

smart governance.ò6
12

 We must partner with local companies, civic 

organizations, and educational institutions to identify local barriers to 

economic growth, determine what reforms are needed, and the make 

necessary changes. Many strategic economic development plans such as 

the ñEssential New York Initiativeò that the MDA and Chamber developed 

a few years ago, and the recently developed report ñCommunities Making 

Connections at the Crossroads of Upstate New York,ò produced by AIAôs 

Sustainable Design Assessment Team, should serve as strong strategic 

frameworks for aligning, coordinating, and eventually combining, the 

efforts of the numerous entities that are currently working towards 

economic development.
13

 

As detailed in Part I of her Opportunity Agenda, Joanie believes that we 

must integrate the economic development activities of all levels of 

government and move towards making land-use decisions at the regional 

level. We must create a more streamlined environment for business, 

eliminate competition among local governments, and make it easier and 

more desirable for employers to come to Central New York. In addition, 

regional assets that support our regional economy, such as Hancock 

International Airport, transportation infrastructure and systems, and 

parking garages, are vital components of our long-term growth and should 

be administered regionally to remove the burden from any single local 

government. By combining our economic development efforts, we will 

increase our regionôs ability to attract new businesses and young people 

by increasing the visibility of the region and maximizing the impact of 

regional resources in the global competition for jobs and talent.  

As we begin to transform our approach to economic development within 

Onondaga County, we must also work with the other County governments 

in Central New York that are facing similar challenges. We must seek to 

advance the ñCreative Coreò initiative and promote Central New York as 

an attractive region for industry, talent, and tourism.
14

 Our long-term 

success depends upon a broad level of cooperation both within 

Onondaga County and the region.  

Provide ñOne-stop serviceò for businesses: In Onondaga County today, 

there is not one single place that small business owners or other potential 

employers can go for information or help cutting through red tape. As a 
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result, companies and entrepreneurs have to deal with multiple layers of local 

governments, which impedes many businesses opportunities and stifles 

progress. Joanie has called for providing small business services centrally for 

the entire County. Such an operation would improve the quality of services 

for the private sector, while reducing the costs for taxpayers. Under her plan, 

a current or prospective business owner will be able to go to one place to get 

all of the necessary help with zoning, permits, licensing, and other regulatory 

requirements, where he/she would also be told about various incentives and 

other forms of assistance (site selection, market analysis, expertise, etc). 

Once a project is underway, a business owner or entrepreneur would be 

given a single point of contact that will help navigate the bureaucracy and 

eliminate red tape. Under Joanieôs plan, employers will also be able to 

receive help identifying and training employees, while job seekers could 

receive the skills training they need, career advice, and then be paired with 

employers that are hiring. Joanieôs program would be coordinated by the 

County Office of Economic Development and modeled after New York City 

Mayor Michael Bloombergôs successful Department of Small Business 

Services.
15

 

Take the Politics Out of Economic Development: Many of the economic 

development conflicts of the past several years (over projects such as 

DestiNY USA, the OnCenter hotel, etc.) could have been avoided if our 

community had adopted a less political approach to economic development. 

Trust between parties and among government entities is virtually non-

existent and parochial political fights too often thwart progress. We can 

change this, but we must remove the politics from economic development 

and work together as a region. We must change our entire mindset. Our 

competition is not óCounty vs. Cityô or óTown vs. Villageô; our true competition 

is with the North Carolina Research Triangle, Austin, Texas, Silicon Valley, 

and other areas of the country that are luring our young talent away. The 

goal should be to place all of our efforts where they belongðretaining and 

creating meaningful economic opportunitiesðrather than wasting any effort 

on political gamesmanship. 

Complete Critical Projects & Prepare Sites for Development: As a result 

of political games and government fragmentation, many projects that are 

crucial to the success of our region remain unfinished. Itôs time to get moving, 

get cranes in the air, and ensure that local workers are benefiting from local 

developments. To move our community forward, we must complete important 

projects like the OnCenter Hotel, the Hotel Syracuse renovation, the Mizpah 

Tower renovation, the Landmark Theater restoration, the Onondaga 

Creekwalk, the development of the Inner Harbor, the Onondaga Lake clean-

up, and the 300 block of South Salina Street, among others. We must 

remove all political barriers from these projects and focus on the few 

obstacles that are preventing their completion. 
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As we complete existing projects, we must also ensure that potential 

development sites are ready when opportunities arise. We must work with 

private sector leaders to ensure that key properties are shovel-ready with 

clear titles, appropriate land-use entitlements, necessary infrastructure 

improvements, and environmental mitigation clearance to meet current 

market demands. We must work with industry experts to evaluate various 

proposals for development to ensure that the best proposals are selected 

and that taxpayer resources are protected. 

Market the Central New York Region as a ñGreat place to live, work, and 

playò: If we are to succeed as a region, we must attract and retain talented 

individuals and families. In Part II of her ñOpportunity Agenda,ò Joanie laid 

out her vision for improving our quality of life as a component of revitalizing 

our economy. To grow our economy, we must ensure that individuals and 

business owners outside our region know about all that Central New York 

has to offer. Through a partnership with the Newhouse School and the Ad 

Club, we must develop a communications and marketing strategy to 

reposition our region as a great place to create jobs. We must expand and 

coordinate the efforts of the County, the City, the MDA, Chamber, MACNY 

and other public and private sector leaders, to promote the region 

aggressively to CEOs, site selectors, commercial realtors, and potential 

residents. Joanie is committed to serving as a roving ambassador for the 

community, meeting with and attracting business from around the region, 

state, and nation. As we transform our approach to economic development, 

we must ensure that company decision-makers know that our region is the 

ñeasiest place to do business in New York State.ò 

Increase Influence upon State and Federal Policy by establishing a 

ñCommittee for CNY Legislative Actionò: Many State and Federal policies 

prevent our region from reaching its potential. While Onondaga County has 

done an admirable job advocating for changes in State policy for items that 

affect its bottom line (e.g., the Medicaid cap), we must be more aggressive 

supporting policies that will help grow our economy. To date, political 

fragmentation and decentralized government has prevented us from utilizing 

our collective strength as one of the largest counties in the state to affect 

legislative change. Rather than fifty separate delegations going to Albany 

and Washington for various purposes with moderate success, Joanie will 

form a partnership with local governments and civic organizations to 

coordinate these activities and maximize our ability to affect change through 

a broad-based ñCommittee for CNY Legislative Action.ò 

Create Economic Opportunities for All Residents: Create a 21st century 

workforce with education & skills training:  

Á For our regional economy to grow, companies must be able to find the 

talent they need to compete in the global economy. Onondaga County 

has always had one of the highest-skilled workforces in the country, but 

the recent demographic changes, especially the out-migration of much of 
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our young talent and a severe lack of in-migration, raise serious questions 

about our long term ability to retain quality employers and compete in the 

global competition for jobs. Right now many local companies are reporting 

difficulties in finding skilled employees for existing job opportunities. At the 

same time, many residents, some of whom have lost well-paying jobs 

through outsourcing and corporate restructuring, are still seeking higher-

paying jobs that match their ability levels. 

To address this growing challenge, Joanie will initiate a ñ21st Century 

Workforce Initiativeò that will bring together the local schools, universities, 

vocational training efforts, workforce development programs, and private 

sector leaders to determine the workforce needs of today, modernize and 

coordinate training programs, and develop strategies for developing the 

workforce of tomorrow. We must ensure that current residents receive the 

training they need to find meaningful employment and that employers can 

find the employees they need to locate and grow in Onondaga County. 

We must coordinate workforce training programs throughout the county to 

improve the quality and maximize the impact of our training programs. We 

must provide retraining opportunities for individuals seeking to work in 

new industries. We must expand vocational training programs and 

curricula available at Onondaga Community College, Central Tech, and 

OCM BOCES to ensure that our youth are prepared for a wide range of 

employment opportunities. 

Rather than focusing on general skills training, we must move towards an 

ñemployer-drivenò model, where government entities support specific skill 

training that is developed in conjunction with potential employers, which 

will expand opportunities for meaningful employment upon completion of 

a training program.  

Become a national leader in innovative industries: Onondaga County has 

the potential to become a national leader in clean technology (alternative 

energy, energy efficient, green building materials, and environmental 

mitigation), biotechnology (medical devices, pharmaceuticals, etc), and 

security technology (electronic sensors, defense technology, etc). To realize 

this opportunity, we must partner with industry leaders to grow emerging 

industry clusters in Onondaga County that will position our community as a 

location of choice for emerging, high-growth companies. Studies show that 

every job in these companies creates two to three additional jobs in business 

support or household serving (retail, etc) industries. We must listen closely to 

industry leaders to understand their concerns and meet their needs. We must 

streamline the development processes to help high-tech companies grow in 

Central New York. We must create partnerships between colleges and 

innovative companies to create training programs that prepare future workers 

for employment in cutting-edge industries and ensure that companies can 

find the talent they need to thrive locally. 
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Incubate next-generation technologies: As our regional economy 

transitions from manufacturing towards innovation-based industries, regions 

with strong universities are perfectly positioned to excel. While local 

politicians often talk of partnerships between industry and universities, we 

must focus on connecting innovative ideas with commercialization services to 

transform ideas from conception to market. 

To accomplish this, we must expand research partnerships between 

Syracuse University, SUNY-College of Environmental Science and Forestry, 

SUNY-Upstate Medical University, LeMoyne College, and Cornell University 

and innovative local companies. We must realize the potential of the Center 

of Excellence in Environmental and Energy Systems and the proposed 

Central New York Biotechnology Research Center.
16

 We must model the 

success of Austin, Raleigh/Durham, and Silicon Valley, and work with private 

sector leaders to attract venture capital firms to our region so that private 

capital can be leveraged to catalyze the growth of next generation 

technologies in Central New York. 

We must expand opportunities for incubating technologies and 

commercializing products by connecting cutting-edge research with business 

support services (i.e. developing business plans, protecting intellectual 

property, administering a small business, etc.), through partnerships with 

local companies and business programs at our local universities. 

Attract and retain young talent and families: The long-term success of our 

economy depends upon our ability to attract young talent and grow the 

population. In Part II of her ñOpportunity Agenda,ò Joanie described her plan 

to lead a regional effort to transform our community into a ócoolô place to live, 

work, and play. Research is showing that young college-educated talent 

chooses where to live first and where to work second (in contrast to previous 

generations that chose where to work first). Today, young people are more 

interested in the amenities of a community and the quality of life than merely 

receiving a paycheck. Rather than shirking from this competition for talent, 

we must take it head-on by aggressively promoting our low cost-of-living, 

fantastic recreational opportunities, first-rate universities, access to nature, 

quality environmental practices, and increasingly vibrant downtown and 

neighborhoods. We must expand the ñCome Home to Syracuseò initiative 

and actively recruit students who attend college in Central New York to begin 

their careers in our community. We must provide a dynamic urban living 

environment for young professionals and realize the potential of the ñCreative 

Communitiesò and ñConnective Corridorò initiatives. 
17

  We must also 

aggressively market our communityôs fantastic residential opportunities to 

married young professionals, who want a high quality life for their families in 

safe neighborhoods with quality schools. 
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