
1  

CHAUTAUQUA COUNTY PLANNING BOARD MINUTES 
Zoom 

February 2, 2021 
4:00PM 

 
PRESENT: Doug Bowen, Bruno Bruni, Jeff Gossett, Kathleen Dennison, Dick Patton, Rick Ketcham, John 
Penhollow, Courtney Curatolo 
ABSENT: Brad Bentley, Bernie Auer 
OTHERS: PJ Wendel, Rebecca Wurster, Matt Bourke, Melissa Keller 
ADMINISTRATION  
MINUTES Chairman Bowen called the meeting to order and welcomed everyone to the 

February Planning Board Meeting. 
 
Chairman Bowen asked for a motion to approve the minutes for the January 2021 
meeting.  Dick Patton made the motion.  The motion was seconded by Bruno Bruni 
and passed unanimously. 
 
 CORRESP. Melissa Keller:  Bruno sent a booklet to me on workforce development, I’ve shared that 
in the Google Folder. 

PRIVILEGE OF 
FLOOR 

PJ Wendel:  Thank you for having me.  As we move out of COVID 19, workforce 
development is a topic that we hear frequently come up.  With the Partnership for 
Economic Growth, we have a work group dedicated to this.  This is something that I’ve 
been very passionate about since I first took office.  There is no where I’ve been in 
Chautauqua County where I’ve heard someone say that they don’t need anyone else to 
work for them.  From what we’re hearing from manufacturers in the County, it sounds 
like some of the issues are with soft skills, rather than hard skills.  Workforce 
development is key, but it has other offshoots.  Once people are working, we have to 
think about how we help them as well.  Childcare can also be an issue.  I’m also very 
passionate about our two Chautauqua County airports.  In my budget, I proposed a final 
viability study for our airports.  There are business opportunities out there, but we need 
to understand the markets.  We’re working now with the Partnership and the IDA to 
determine what a successful business model would look like for our airports.  To that 
end, economic development overall is important.  I’ve talk to Mark Geise about the 
importance of having shovel ready sites.  We need to take a hard look and start investing 
in our infrastructure and have those sites ready.  Those are really my visions for the next 
year, however, we still have to emerge from COVID – we’re not out of the woods yet.  
We need to move forward safely and effectively and work on getting the economy 
moving.  We know we are a vacation area, getting tourism back up is critical. We just 
met with our COVID team this morning and we’re encouraging everyone to plan their 
summer events.  You can plan and cancel, if need be.  We’re hearing optimistic things 
from other governments and it seems that things are moving in a forward direction.  We 
have a lot of opportunities at the ready.  One thing I’ve been working with Matt on is an 
opportunity for electrical vehicles – not only by land but also by air.  We are working on 
getting an electric airplane charging station , it’s a new technology that would bring in 
opportunities for our County.  We’re always looking for new opportunities and ideas. 
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Doug Bowen:  Is the airport study what we reviewed during the capital projects process 
last year? 
 
PJ Wendel:  That project was denied, so we’re trying to do something internally.   
 
Rick Ketcham:  I like what you said about workforce development.  Soft skills are 
important, but in addition to that I’m also hearing that specific skills are needed.  I’ve 
been impressed with Cummins and what they’ve done with the welding program.  They 
get people in and say exactly what they need.  I wonder if we could replicate that with 
other employers in the County.  I think the soft skills are definitely important, but I think 
it’s more than that. 
 
PJ Wendel:  I think it’s also a matter of sitting down with those businesses, 
understanding the skills they’re looking for, and figuring out how we can best set up 
programs to meet those needs. 
 
Rick Ketcham:  I wonder to what extent BOCES and P-Tech could be involved.  Some of 
the need seems to be in trade professions.   
 
John Penhollow:  I think some of the issue is the lack of students going into these trades. 
 
PJ Wendel:  That’s a challenge.  We need to let our students know that college doesn’t 
need to be the only option.  Trade skills are just as important, and well-paying.         

OLD BUSINESS 
CCPEG 
Priority 
Projects 

Doug Bowen:  As you all know, we’ve spent the last few meetings discussing our work 
plan.  In an effort to better understand what is being done in the County, Rebecca will 
be sharing the priority projects that CCPEG is working on. 
 
Rebecca Wurster:  Thank you, Doug.  Melissa filled me in on some of the discussions 
you’ve been having since last fall on the work plan.  As we understand it, the Board’s 
role is advisory.  We want to give you the ability to fulfill that duty and role without 
overwhelming you.  With the projects through the Partnership, we think there is 
opportunity to have you involved.  I wanted to talk through those sixteen projects today, 
with a focus on the community development projects.  The first project is the Site and 
Infrastructure Development Program.  This project seeks to improve the inventory of 
sites for development as well as prepare critical infrastructure for economic 
development purposes. The project includes the identification and analysis of known or 
suspected brownfields, and the development of tools necessary to remediate, market, 
and redevelop them into economically productive uses. In addition to brownfield 
redevelopment, the strategy includes efforts to prioritize investment in strategic 
greenfield sites to enhance the County’s ability to market them to businesses looking to 
locate or expand within the region.  The next project is the Chadakoin River Activation 
and Development Initiative.  The City of Jamestown has been working to implement this 
vision and to open up the area along the river.  The intent is to guide the activation of 
the river for greater public use and development into Jamestown’s downtown. 



3  

CCPEG 
Priority 
Projects 

 Next is the NRG Reuse Alternatives and Feasibility Study.  This study will be used to 
investigate environmental issues and options for the re-use of the NRG power plant in the 
City of Dunkirk. This study is intended to identify viable alternatives for the site to leverage 
its geographic location on the shore of Lake Erie and recent revitalization efforts within the 
City of Dunkirk.  The next one is the Online Business Academy, and Courtney can speak a lot 
to this one. 
 
Courtney Curatolo:  The Small Business Development Center has an Online Academy where 
we offer free course on topics like e-commerce, zoning, taxes, finances, social media – you 
name it.  We have been tasked with putting together an entrepreneurship certificate that 
we can put on through the Academy.  We can introduce this to people in high school, people 
in their 20’s, to people in retirement – anyone looking to start a business in Chautauqua 
County.  It’ll be six modules geared toward starting a business in our region. 
 
Rebecca Wurster:  Great, thanks Courtney.  The next one on our list is the Agriculture 
Development and Enhancement Strategy.  Melissa and I will be working closely on this one 
together.  It will update our County Farmland Protection Plan, but also look at economic 
viability.  Next, is the Talent Attraction and Retention Initiative.  This initiative seeks to 
develop and implement a cohesive recruitment and retention branding and marketing 
initiative, utilizing several forms of electronic and print media, to tout Chautauqua County’s 
excellent quality of life and low cost of living.  To build off of this, we also have the 
Workforce Culture Advising Initiative.  This initiative is designed to assist select companies 
with evaluation of their workplace culture and comprehension of specific and actionable 
steps to improve employee morale and attract and retain qualified and skilled workers. 
Businesses in Chautauqua County need to step up their game to compete for talent, locally, 
regionally, and beyond.  Moving into housing development, we also have the Housing 
Market Study.  A county-wide housing market study has been identified as a priority project 
in part, due to anticipated long-term impacts from the COVID-19 pandemic. This includes 
the potential increase of remote work and desire for residents to live in more rural settings. 
The study would be designed as a tool to attract investment and development of certain 
housing types in targeted areas of the County.  In addition to this, code enforcement is really 
important.  The Consolidated Code Administration and Enforcement Feasibility Study will 
explore County wide code enforcement structure, and determine if a County wide approach 
would be more efficient and effective.  The next project is the Dunkirk Downtown 
Revitalization Initiative (DRI).  The past few years, this grant has been available to assist 
communities in activating and revitalizing their downtown areas.  We hope to apply for this 
grant, focusing on projects along the waterfront and main street.  Next is trail development.  
Consistent with the Chautauqua County Greenway Plan, individual trail development 
projects will be prioritized and considered in stages, dependent on available resources. 
Current priority trail development projects include the completion of the Welch Trail in 
Westfield and the Barcelona to Chautauqua Institution Trail (B2CI) which roughly follows the 
old “Portage Trail”. Both are well underway but will need additional funding to reach 
completion. A variety of other potential trail projects, as outlined in the County’s Greenway 
Plan, will be identified and are being explored for feasibility and cost.  Another community 
development project is the Village of Mayville Strategic Waterfront Development 
Framework.  The framework will be developed to analyze opportunities, facilitate 
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community and stakeholder engagement, and develop a series of individual public and 
private projects that will lead to the realization of a thriving waterfront community.  We also 
have the Fredonia Downtown Revitalization/Smart Growth Initiative.  Building off previous 
efforts, we hope to assist with façade improvements in the downtown area.  We’re also 
looking at improvements to Hartley Park in Lakewood.  The Village of Lakewood and 
Lakewood Local Development Corporation are developing a multi-phase plan for 
improvements to an existing park to take advantage of its unique location on the shore of 
Chautauqua Lake, attract more users, and facilitate increased patronage of businesses along 
Chautauqua Ave by boaters on Chautauqua Lake. The first phase includes new two-tiered 
playground equipment. Future phases may include walkways and other amenities to attract 
boaters from the lake and into the village.  Moving into tourism, we have the Tourism 
Transportation Shuttle.  In 2019, Chautauqua Institution took the lead on convening 
partners with the idea of conducting a study to investigate the opportunity of creating a 
tourism shuttle transportation system to connect tourism destinations, tourism-related 
businesses, and traveler accommodations. A study was envisioned to lay the groundwork for 
the development of a comprehensive business plan, funding strategy, and related 
implementation strategies. Simultaneously, the Chautauqua Area Regional Transit System 
(CARTS), operated by the Chautauqua County Department of Public Facilities, applied for 
and was awarded a New York State Department of Transportation (NYSDOT) grant in the 
amount of $1.5 million for the modernization and enhancement of the CARTS transportation 
fleet via the purchase of clean-fuel hybrid trolley buses and associated equipment.  I believe 
this funding will go toward three buses, and it will also include a marketing and branding 
initiative.  Lastly, we have the Lake Erie Wine Trail and Craft Beverage Development.  
Working with industry partners, Lake Erie Wine Country, the Grape Discovery Center, the 
CCVB, and others, this project will encouraged additional marketing partnerships, synergies, 
and connections among wine and craft beverage destinations throughout the County. With 
a growing wine and craft beverage scene, and the possibility of creating a tourism 
transportation shuttle with tourism destination routes, excursions, and tours, an 
opportunity exists to bolster this segment of the tourism/hospitality sector.  With that, that 
is all sixteen projects.  We think the community projects will be where we’ll be seeking your 
input in the future. 

NEW BUSINESS 
Zoning 
Referral Log 

Doug Bowen:  Are there any questions on the projects on listed on the log? 
 
Rick Ketcham:  We had discussed the Cassadaga Comprehensive Plan, and talking about 
encouraging other municipalities to work on these plans.  It’s good to see they’ve done this. 
 
Doug Bowen:  Was the Town of Harmony’s solar law pretty similar to the NYSERDA model 
law? 
 
Matt Bourke:  Yes, it was very close to the model law. 
 
Dick Patton: I’ll make the motion to approve the log. 
 
Rick Ketcham seconded the motion and it was approved unanimously. 
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Melissa Keller:  This referral was not on the zoning referral log, as we just received a 
completed referral.  We did think it was an interesting project that the Board might like to 
see.  The applicant is seeking a use variance, the parcel is in both the R3 – Lakeside 
Residential and AR – 1 Agricultural Residential zoning districts.  The intention is to build a 
drive-in theatre complex, and to also include a multipurpose field, a small campground, 
some outdoor games, and an arcade.  The site previously had a drive-in theatre, however, it 
closed in 1991.  A drive-in complex such as the one proposed is not a use outlined in these 
zoning districts.  Since we’re looking at a use variance here, this means that the applicant 
has to prove unnecessary hardship.  They must prove that the permitted uses would not 
give a reasonable return, that there are unique circumstances, that the neighborhood 
character would not be altered, and that the hardship was not self-created.  Use variances 
should be allowed only in strictly controlled, occasional circumstances when an unnecessary 
hardship is demonstrated.  Ultimately, we do believe this is a local concern, but would like to 
provide helpful information comments in our letter.  With use variances, we typically include 
the criteria under which a use variance can be approved.  In addition to our standard 
comments, we will also encourage the Town to consider rezoning the area.  The applicant 
asks if this zoning is still relevant.  If it is not, the Planning Board and the Town should 
consider their community’s comprehensive plan and their communities desires and zone the 
area appropriately.  Continually, we’ll recommend that if a use variance is granted, then a 
site plan should be required as a condition of the project.  This will allow concerns related to 
traffic, noise, environmental, visual impacts to be considered and addressed. 
 
Doug Bowen: I’m not sure that this would meet the hardship threshold to grant this use 
variance.  I think they would be better served by changing their current zoning.  This is an 
interesting project and fits nicely into the COVID environment.   
 
Bruno Bruni:  I’d agree. 

Capital 
Projects 
Process 

Doug Bowen:  Usually at this time of year we review the ranking form and the request 
form.  Kathleen, do you have suggested changes? 
 
Kathleen Dennison:  Regarding the request form, I don’t have any suggested changes.  It 
seemed to work well last year.  Does the Board have any thoughts?   
 
Rick Ketcham:  On the ranking form, there is a question on savings.  I always have a 
difficult time answering that on the form because it is not always answered by the 
departments.  I think we need to remind the departments that this needs to be 
answered and quantified.  I’d like to the follow up to see if they achieved their goals. 
 
Kathleen Dennison:  We had planned to go over past projects last year, but with COVID 
we needed to cancel that.  We can work that into the process again this year. 
 
Bruno Bruni:  I also have a difficult time answering the mandate question, that is difficult 
for us to know. 
 
Melissa Keller:  That should be a yes or no question answered by the departments.  
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We can fill that in manually on our end so that you don’t have to. 
 
Kathleen Dennison:  The only other question I had was on DPF’s heavy equipment 
requests.  The past couple of years we have tried to get them to split their projects into 
two categories.  The department has been resistant to this approach.  They’d rather 
have the lump sum so that they can fix what breaks.  Is it important to the Board to have 
the heavy equipment separated and listed out? 
 
John Penhollow:  I think it’s important that we see the breakdown on what the savings 
are.  I don’t think it should be lumped into a lump sum.  I think it’s necessary to review 
them as their own category so that we can see the cost and the breakdown.  We need 
the justification and details on savings.  Similar to Rick’s point. 
 
Doug Bowen:  Moving forward, should we change the ranking form or the request form 
so that they follow each other better?  We want to make sure we’re getting answers to 
the questions we’re basing our rankings on.   
 
Rick Ketcham:  Do the departments see this form?  It’s not really fair to judge them on 
something they don’t know about.  
 
Kathleen Dennison:  We show them this in the training. 
 
Rick Ketcham:  I’d agree with Doug, they should be prepared to give us information on 
what we we’re ranking them on. 
 
Doug Bowen:  We’ll go over the changes at the next meeting and approve them at that 
time. 

ADJOURNMENT 
 Chairman Bowen asked for a motion to adjournment the meeting.  Dick Patton made a 

motion to adjourn the meeting.  John Penhollow seconded the motion and it was 
approved unanimously. 
 
 
  

 


