Commission official hopes Rochester can still be economic 'hub'
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ROCHESTER — Undeterred by the past budget season, a top economic development advocate said there's still support for several projects that could help make the city a "regional hub." 

The City Council has already turned down requests to buy industrial land off Route 108, cross a railroad there to accommodate new businesses and create a "Main Street Marketplace." 

But Bob Mulcahy, chair of the Rochester Economic Development Commission, said a better pitch could yield different results.

"We intend to go back to the City Council for some of this, if not all of this," he said Tuesday night at an economic roundtable hosted by Mayor John Larochelle at the library. 

The problem last time, he said, was sending Karen Pollard, the city's economic development manager, to secure approval for projects not requiring taxes during the budget process, when reducing the tax rate was front and center. 

"That was the dumbest thing I've been involved with in a long time," Mulcahy said before a small group, which included city councilors from Ward 1, a teacher and four business owners. 

The marketplace project — like others that would rely on the fund generated by Waste Management host community fees — received considerable attention Tuesday, giving Pollard and Mulcahy the chance to again highlight its potential. 

The commission, along with Rochester Main Street and the Greater Rochester Chamber of Commerce, wants the city to lease at a favorable rate the usable space at the former Hoffman furniture building on North Main Street. Then, with RMS acting as site managers, the city would offer reduced rent to seven startup businesses in order to pay back the lease and, in time, send strong, tax-generating businesses into the community. 

Pollard said there is the potential for helping upward of 20 businesses — including artisans — get their start over a 10-year period. 

"I know all sorts of people who would love that," said Peg Hurd, president of the Rochester Federation of Teachers. 

Pollard said efforts are under way to develop a business plan and secure reliable estimates on the cost of outfitting the 6,000-square-foot site with sprinklers, plumbing and HVAC. 

She previously sought $150,000 for the project, with plans to use cash from the JOB Loan fund to cover the remaining costs. 

Mulcahy acknowledged it was premature to seek council support without the legwork complete. 

"We basically went to the City Council and said, 'We have a plan — trust us,'" he said. "If I was sitting on the City Council, I would have done the same thing." 

