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EDITORIALS MY VIEW

A fewmore possible solutions to the shortage of school
bus drivers:

Call up the National Guard.Massachusetts Gov. Char-
lie Baker did that. Buffalo Superintendent Kriner Cash
liked the idea. As Cash said, “They can drive buses.”

Pay parents to drive kids to school. Some districts in
parts of the nation are paying parents to shuttle children
back and forth to school. Cash tossed that out as a
possibility, too.

Make it easier to become a bus driver. Gov. Kathy
Hochul has moved to strengthen recruitment from among
the state’s half million commercial driver’s license holders,
eliminate the two-week waiting period for commercial
license applicants and expand driver testing sites. School
staff currently holding a CDL will be able to participate
in the state’s expedited testing to obtain a permit to drive
vans and buses temporarily.

Pay more. Some bus companies are offering signing
bonuses. Some are raising wages. Ultimately, the public
will pay, but there may be no immediate choice.

The shortage of school bus drivers here and across the
nation is a headache as schools try, for the first time in 18
months, to get kids’ schooling back to normal.

Parents are cranky. Children are frazzled. Niagara
Falls City School District Superintendent Mark Laurrie
said some high school students are waiting 45 minutes to
an hour each day for a bus to take them home. The extra
“down time,” he said, has led to a couple of after-school
fights.

School districts and the state should do whatever they
can to put a Band-Aid on the current mess. We hope that
things get closer to normal by early October, though no
one should be confident. All kinds of employers are strug-
gling to fill jobs these days.

But we continue to believe that school leaders should
use this crisis to take a hard look at a long-term solution:
realigning school practices so that fewer students need

to be bused. When students go to school closer to home,
districts save millions – and schools becomes a bigger part
of their neighborhoods.

That is good for everyone.

Schoolbus solutions
Raising pay, hiring parents amongways
to deal with driver shortage inWNY

What was I getting myself
into? I hadn’t seen any of these
people in 50 years, I didn’t live
in the city or county where I had
gone to high school, and yet, I
was drawn to the idea of helping
to plan a 50th reunion.

It wasn’t even my idea. One of
the few people from high school
with whom I was in regular con-
tact had asked me via social me-
dia if I’d be interested. Sure, I re-
sponded. I didn’t think about how
much work would be involved.
Nor did I think about the chal-
lenges of planning an event one
year in the future and not living
anywhere near the location. The
fact that a global pandemic had
just been announced and life was
closing up didn’t dissuade me.

Instead, I started to think
about the possibilities. I was al-
ways proud of being from Mount

Vernon High School. Mount Ver-
non, in Westchester County, is a
small but densely populated city
(70,000 people packed into four
square miles). We could walk
everywhere and frequently did.
My elementary school, through
eighth grade, was only about a
mile away.

The high school had a diverse
population and I met people with
different religions and races and,
even more importantly, I had
friends who were different from
me. In high school I noted the
talents of people in the arts and
music and knew how smart some
of my friends were and wanted
to learn how they had all done in
life.

So, I pondered, if we were go-
ing to hold a 50th, how could we
make surewe found everyone? By
now, there were a growing group
of us who agreed to meet via
Zoomand our first jobwas to find
classmates from all the elementa-

ry schools, figuring that would be
the bestway to broaden the atten-
dance at the reunion.

Every three weeks we met.
Some decisions were easy, like
having it at the Westchester Mar-
riott on Sept. 11 (the best and
only date available). Some deci-
sions were hard, such as how to
safely bring together people from
all over the United States during
a pandemic.

We’ve become friendly in the
year and a half that we’ve been
meeting. We celebrated the mar-
riage of one classmate’s daughter
and mourned the death of two
classmates, one who had worked
on the logo and invitation that
would become our signature look.
We chatted easily and reminisced
about childhood and high school.

During one of the first Zoom
conversations, one classmate
made a comment aboutmymoth-
er and how nice she was. I sud-
denly choked up as it has been a
very long time since anyone inmy
life knewmymother. Thiswasmy
history and theseweremypeople.

Later on, as we started to hold
Zoom “Happy Hours,” inviting
classmates to join us and become
reacquainted with one another, it
happened again. But this time, a
couple of classmates remembered
my father when he had been their
teacher. Again, I felt lucky to con-
nect with my past.

People were thrilled to see one
another (and glad we had name
tags that had our 50-year-old
photos on them). Our partners,
friends and even onemother who
attended felt welcome and had a
wonderful time.We chatted, visit-
ed our high school, ate New York-
style pizza, and shared our lives.
We know that we are the lucky
ones. We felt healthy and able to
risk getting together during the
upswing of the Delta variant.

Reeling in the years
at 50th class reunion

So, I pondered, if we
were going to hold a
50th, how couldwe
make surewe found
everyone?

Great news for Western New York: Great Lakes Cheese
plans to build a $500 million cheese factory in the Catta-
raugus County town of Franklinville.

It isn’t every day – it isn’t most days – that a company
says it will invest a half billion dollars in rural Western
New York. The family that owns the company deserves
a lot of credit for keeping the company here. They could
have gone elsewhere.

For two years, Great Lakes Cheese has been search-
ing for a replacement for its existing facility in Cuba in
Allegany County. The company initially set sights on
farmland in Allegany County, where the industrial devel-
opment agency had approved a package of tax incentives
worth $200 million over 20 years. That prospect became
controversial when the owners of the property didn’t want
to sell – they felt that Great Lakes Cheese had not offered
enough – and a local development agency proposed taking
the land through eminent domain.

Enter Cattaraugus County. Great Lakes Cheese was
granted tax breaks that could be worth as much as $166
million by the Cattaraugus County Industrial Develop-
ment Agency. The IDA promised the company a 25-year
property tax break, including no property tax payments on
the new plant for 20 years.

That’s a big price tag, but the company will employ 430
workers and, just as important, will expand the capacity of
the company and increase the demand for milk produced
by Western New York dairy farmers.

Construction on the new factory, a 480,000-square-foot
facility on about 130 acres along Route 16 in Franklinville,
is expected to begin in spring 2022 and be completed by
early 2025. Ninety-five percent of the Cuba facility’s 229
workers are likely to work at the new Franklinville plant,
according to Corey Wiktor, the IDA’s executive director.
The new facility, says Kurt Epprecht, whose family owns
the company, will be “one of the country’s premier cheese
manufacturing and packaging facilities.”

This story could have easily gone the other way –
another company and hundreds of jobs leaving for another
state. Instead, it is a Western New York success story.

WNYkeeps its cheese
Cattaraugus County uses tax breaks
to land factory promising 430 jobs

Robin Raphael,
ofWilliamsville,
reconnectedwith
her classmates
over Zoom
before they
gathered in
person.
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By JustinWilcox

A recent report from New York
State Comptroller Thomas DiNapoli
paints a troubling picture about New
York State’s Unemployment Insurance
Trust Fund.

The report makes clear that em-
ployers across New York State – many
of which are still struggling to recover
from the impacts of the Covid-19 pan-
demic – are now facing a $9 billion tax
increase.

As of Jan. 1, 2020,NewYork’sUnem-
ployment Insurance Trust Fundwas at
$2.6 billion – an all-time high amount.
However, according to theU.S. Depart-
ment of Labor,NewYorkwas below the
recommended standard for solvency.
The only state that was worse off in

terms of solvency was California.
Despite enduring significant job

losses and an economic downtown
during the Great Recession, New York
was ill-prepared for another crisis. To
address the trust fund shortfall, New
York borrowed $11.9 billion from the
federal government.

As of Sept. 2, New York still owes
the federal government $9 billion. The
repayment of the loan balance and the
requirement to replenish the trust fund
will result in some businesses paying a
254% tax increase in 2025 compared to
their tax payments in 2020. DiNapoli
points out that the requirement to re-
pay these loans and rebuild the fund
could dampen the state’s economic re-
covery and hurt business growth.

For many struggling small busi-

nesses, this increase could be cata-
strophic. It is important to remember
that no one tax, mandate or regulation
exists in a bubble. Employers are chal-
lenged by New York’s harsh business
climate every day.

According to the Tax Foundation,
New York has the third-worst tax cli-
mate for businesses. There is no doubt
that a $9 billion tax hike could lead
to closures and job losses at the worst
possible time.

Unfortunately, when leaders in Al-
bany had the opportunity, they did not
allocate federal funds to restore the
trust fund or reduce the loan balance
from the federal government. Mean-
while, 32 other states are using money
from theCARESAct and/or theAmeri-
can Rescue Plan to address unemploy-

ment insurance issues. It is not too late
for our leaders to address the problem
before struggling businesses are hit
with this devastating tax increase.

Over the last 20 months, elected
officials across New York have called
on their constituents to do everything
they can to help local businesses. We
applaud them for lending their voices
to struggling employers and workers
during that difficult time.

Now, those same hardworking New
Yorkers need our leaders in Albany to
rescue them from a $9 billion tax hike
and replenish the trust fund in the pro-
cess.

JustinWilcox is executive director of
Upstate United, a pro-business
advocacy organization.

AnotherVoice / State finances

N.Y.must dealwithunemployment insurance crisis
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A studentwaits to get off the bus on the first day of
school at Charlotte SidwayElementary School on
Grand Island onSept. 1.
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