
 

 

CITY COUNCIL WORK SESSION 

CITY OF WATERTOWN 

January 24, 2022 

7:00 p.m. 

 

Mayor Jeffrey M. Smith Presiding 

Present:  Council Member Patrick J. Hickey  

   Council Member Clifford G. Olney III   

   Council Member Sarah V.C. Pierce 

Council Member Lisa A. Ruggiero  

   Mayor Jeffrey M. Smith   

    

Also Present:  Kenneth A. Mix, City Manager 

 

City staff present: Michael Delaney, Patrick Keenan, Michael Lumbis 

 

D I S C U S S I O N  
Industrial Park Second Access 

Mayor Smith introduced John Renzi of Renzi Food Service to begin the discussion on the issues 

affecting his business in the Industrial Park. He noted that when the business relocated from Bradley 

Street to the park in 2006 the City was aware that certain improvements would need to be made. Mayor 

Smith noted the benefits to the City of a business like Renzi’s staying in the City including expanding 

the tax base and retaining employees. He pointed out the increase in the number of businesses in the 

park since it was built and noted the recent rail expansion.  

 

Mr. Renzi informed Council that his business has been hampered in its development and expansion due 

to lack of a second access road and because of wetlands issues they have encountered. He informed 

Council that the current building size is around 110,000 square feet and they recently completed a 

20,000-square foot-expansion but there is now no further room for expansion. He indicated the City’s 

delay addressing these problems has forced Renzi’s to purchase a building in Syracuse to offset the 

issues. 

 

Mr. Renzi noted that his primary concern is with safety. He explained that when they first relocated to 

the park, there was no Walgreens or Credit Union. The development of those businesses has further 

increased traffic at the Bellew Avenue South intersection with Arsenal Street. He explained that, due to 

the increase in truck traffic and all the retail and service development along that corridor, at certain times 

of the day, the congestion at that stop light is unacceptably high and potentially dangerous. 

 

In response to Mayor Smith’s question as to the number of people Renzi employs, Mr. Renzi stated the 

number was between 255 and 260 and they add between 10 and 15 annually.  

 

Donald Rutherford, CEO of the Watertown Local Development Corporation, stated that there was 

basically no room left in the park for expansion due to the wetlands issue. He noted the idea was to use 

the new rail spur. He stated his opinion that adding the second entrance was first and foremost a public 

safety issue. He noted that when the park opened it was just Alteri’s Bakery and Frito Lay. With the 

addition of multiple new businesses, he remarked the second entrance was now vitally needed. 

Mr. Mix offered some background on the creation of that industrial park and explained that even at that 

time the City was aware that improvements would need to be made and there would most likely be a 

need for a second access. At the time, he said, the City’s philosophy was that they would address the 
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need for that second road when the time came, and commented that the time has now come. He 

explained that different locations for the second access have been discussed including connecting to 

Interstate 81 and building a road over 81 but neither of those have been deemed feasible. He remarked 

that the MPO has looked at the area and will be proposing various options.  

 

Mayor Smith mentioned there are a couple of funding streams that can be explored. 

 

Council Member Pierce recommended that the City apply to the Regional Economic Development 

Council as a potential funding stream, noting that those applications open in July. 

 

Council Member Olney asked Mr. Renzi how many trucks are in and out of the Industrial Park on a 

given day. 

 

Mr. Renzi answered that they receive from 10 to 20 incoming trucks each day and that Renzi sends out 

55 trucks per day. 

 

In response to Council Member Olney’s questions regarding when more expansion was planned and 

how much more expanding the company needed to do, Mr. Renzi responded that it was difficult to say 

exactly but that they needed more space as soon as possible. He went on to explain the difficulty in 

obtaining trucks, due to the pandemic, and that they were forced to place orders for trucks that would not 

be delivered for a year and a half. He mentioned that the company now has its own driving school, and 

the company has plans to expand to other services beyond food service.   

 

Responding to Council Member Olney’s inquiry about the which area they received the most complaints 

about, Mr. Renzi indicated it was the corner light between Walgreens and the Credit Union, particularly 

between 2 p.m. and 5 p.m. He reiterated that his biggest concern was for safety and noted that 53-foot 

trucks had a great deal of difficulty navigating that turn on to Arsenal Street . He noted that Renzi 

drivers know to go straight through that light to Coffeen Street, but delivery drivers do not know of this 

alternate route. 

 

Council Member Hickey asked if there was a wetlands issue with the Army Corps of Engineers. 

 

Mr. Renzi responded that those issues have been resolved. He noted that the problems were now with 

the State Department of Environmental Conservation adding that the company’s concern is with future 

expansions. 

 

Council Member Ruggiero wanted to know what would happen if the State rejected Renzi’s expansion 

plans and wondered what kind of guarantee the Council had that if the City made all these 

improvements, the company would stay in the area. 

 

Mr. Renzi commented that the company has no plans to relocate as they have a relatively new “triple-A” 

facility that they would not just give up on. He stated that he hears what the City is asking regarding the 

City’s risk in making these improvements but reminded Council that the company was promised these 

changes when they agreed to move to the location years ago and they are still waiting. 

 

Council Member Ruggiero inquired as to whether the property owners had been consulted along the 

proposed access route. 
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Mr. Mix informed Council that the City will not do that until the Council agrees to move forward with 

the proposed access road plan. 

 

Council Member Ruggiero said she heard that Raymour and Flanigan controlled the light on Arsenal 

Street. 

 

Mr. Mix stated that the State Department of Transportation has control of that traffic light. He added 

there are only five property owners affected by the proposed access road and it is the City’s belief that 

the road will offer developable parcels that will be desirable to some of those landowners. 

 

John Peck, Jefferson County Legislator, and member of the WJCTC Policy Committee, a part of the 

MPO, explained that Barton and LoGuidice had studied the area and was creating a draft proposal of the 

various options for improvements to the Industrial Park. He noted that it was the MPO’s goal to 

complete the improvements in stages and that Stage One was to improve the intersection at Arsenal 

Street and Stage Two was the construction of an alternate route. He added for the record that Barton and 

LoGuidice was not currently advising a previously proposed Coleman Avenue or Sand Street connector 

as options. He explained that the MPO did not consider an option that dumped more traffic on to 

Arsenal Street as being helpful and noted that if the City went against the MPO findings, they could find 

the search for funding to be challenging.  

 

Council Member Hickey inquired as to whether the JCIDA had done a study. 

 

Mayor Smith said the JCIDA had been involved with the rail side construction. 

 

In response to Council Member Pierce’s question regarding the next meeting of the MPO, Mr. Peck said 

the draft of the proposals would be available at the February 24th meeting with an expectation of the 

findings being approved in the Spring. 

 

Council Member Olney asked for clarification that the original reason for the improved access was for 

emergency vehicles.  

 

Mr. Peck stated that was the primary focus of the second route. 

 

Council Member Olney stated that he was asking all these questions to inform the public why the City 

would be investing in one business. 

 

Council Member Pierce asked Mr. Renzi to discuss the pros and cons of the various options. 

 

Mr. Renzi stated that something had to be done and ideally the goal was to get trucks as close to 81 as 

possible. He added that the current road situation was no longer feasible for any of the businesses in and 

around the park.  

 

Mr. Mix informed Council that there was “no excellent alternative” for the second access route but that 

the Raymour & Flanigan Plaza/Coleman Avenue plan was the best the City had been able to come up 

with and they had yet to find anything better. 
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Mr. Peck agreed with Mr. Mix and reminded Council that the MPO operates for Council’s benefit, and 

they will take Council’s concerns under advisement. 

 

Mayor Smith commented that the State DOT was not likely to be too excited about any proposal calling 

for another exit on Route 81. 

 

Mr. Mix indicated that Interstate 81 further complicated the matter because it would take State and 

Federal involvement.  

 

Council Member Hickey inquired if a special taxation district had been considered. 

 

Mr. Mix responded that he had not thought of it and the City would have to investigate it, noting several 

properties would benefit by gaining road frontage. 

 

In response to Council Member Olney’s question about the time frame Renzi is looking to have the 

work completed, Mr. Renzi stated that the need was semi-critical right now. 

 

Council Member Ruggiero expressed her concern that if property owners would not sell their property, 

the City would be forced to pursue eminent domain and that could be time consuming. 

 

Mr. Mix noted that eminent domain happens rather quickly should that prove necessary. 

 

Stormwater Management System 

Mayor Smith switched the discussion to stormwater indicating that the issue at Renzi was a good segue 

into this topic. He noted in recent years there has been a marked increase in rain events which 

overloaded the City’s stormwater drains, mentioning that South Massey Street sometimes looks like a 

river. 

 

Mr. Renzi explained that Renzi’s receives runoff from South Massey Street and that is some of the water 

that floods the wetlands behind the building. He noted his company had purchased the building in 

Syracuse due to their inability to expand due to these water concerns. 

 

Mr. Mix informed Council that they are looking to use ARPA funds for a Stormwater Management Plan 

to address these types of issues. He indicated he had added $75,000 in the budget for a rate study. He 

noted that having such a plan would be a way to charge users for water contributed to the stormwater 

drains and that all users would pay including, for instance, not-for-profits, since the charge would not be 

a tax. He stated that he would like Council to give the go-ahead for the creation of a Stormwater 

Management Plan.  

 

Patrick Keenan, Superintendent of the Department of Public Works pointed out on the map (available at 

City Clerk’s office) the various areas within the City and where the stormwater empties. He noted that 

the City has been working off a plan created in the mid-1980s and the City needs an upgrade to a 

comprehensive plan. He mentioned current studies underway in Beaver Meadows and the Western 

Outfall.  

 

Mr. Mix added that the City’s projects include further separation of storm and sanitary sewer lines to not 

over tax the water treatment and filtration plants.  
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Mayor Smith asked if Council was prepared to proceed with this proposal. 

 

Council Member Hickey suggested an enterprise fund to fund the project that would charge businesses.  

 

Mr. Mix noted that the City would determine how much a property would pay based on their 

contribution to the wastewater removal. 

 

Council Member Olney asked if this program would be City-wide. 

 

Mr. Mix stated the first work would be done in the Industrial Park as they represented an immediate 

need. 

 

Council Member Olney stated he had no objection to the Stormwater Management Plan but wanted to 

know from Mr. Renzi how this would improve his wetlands situation. 

 

Mr. Renzi explained that it would allow for future expansion since currently they cannot expand due to 

the water they are taking in from other areas.  

 

Mr. Mix explained that initially the plan was to expand the ponds behind Renzi’s but now those ponds 

are classified as wetlands themselves and can no longer be altered.  

 

In response to Council Member Olney’s inquiry as to what would happen if the ponds dried up, Mr. 

Renzi said he would love that. 

 

Mr. Mix indicated that recent years had seen increased rainfall that overtaxed all the City’s systems. 

 

Council Member Olney stated that he just wanted to understand the reasons why the City could allocate 

money to this type of project but not to a City pool.  

 

Mayor Smith suggested that this program would help businesses that pay taxes and would potentially 

generate more jobs.  

 

Council Members Pierce and Ruggiero offered their support to proceed with a Stormwater Management 

System. 

 

Sewall’s Island Hydro Redevelopment 

Mayor Smith introduced Hari Achuthan of Convalt Energy Inc.  

 

Mr. Achuthan began the discussion by indicating his commitment to Jefferson County and Watertown 

and explained that what his company needs is power. He explained he had spoken to National Grid and 

the price quoted to them to run the necessary power to their project at the Watertown International 

Airport in Dexter would cost $3,000,000 per mile for a total of around $9,000,000 for the lines and also 

additional fees. He indicated that his company’s proposal to develop a hydroelectric facility on Sewall’s 

Island was to replace this need to work with National Grid. 
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Mr. Achuthan explained his company’s need for baseload power and noted the company was also 

looking at developing a solar power field on the City’s old landfill. He further informed Council that this 

plant would not be generating a massive amount of electricity but enough to power his company’s 

airport project with, perhaps, a little left over. He explained how the development of the area could lead 

to other opportunities such as a museum, restaurants and bars, but noted that was farther down the line. 

He indicated that his company was going to take on all the financial risk of exploring the site 

possibilities. 

 

Mr. Mix informed Council that, if this is something Council would like to pursue, it is important to note 

that the property is waterfront and will require State Legislation at the point of transfer.  

 

Council Member Ruggiero expressed her approval of the solar panels on the landfill, mentioning a 

previous Council had missed out on a previous opportunity. She asked Mr. Achuthan if his company had 

any hydro experience. 

 

Mr. Achuthan explained that he would bring in a team that has previously built power plants.  

 

Council Member Ruggiero expressed concern that there was the potential for competition in the future 

if, after the Hydro Committee has made its recommendations, the City moves to Municipal Power. 

 

Mr. Achuthan stated that his company would not be competing with the City but collaborating. 

 

Council Member Ruggiero asked for clarification on what Convalt proposed for the area across the 

street from the plant, noting it is waterfront property. 

 

Mr. Achuthan replied that it is absolutely critical to engage the public in any plans they have for that 

area and that public access to the water will always be a top priority.  

 

In response to Council Member Hickey’s question about what experience Convalt’s investors have with 

building hydro, Mr. Achuthan said they had built a number of facilities in Asia. 

 

Council Member Pierce inquired how many jobs would be created. 

 

Mr. Achuthan advised that, in the hydroelectric facility itself, there would only be three or four jobs, but 

in the expanded projects in the adjacent area there could be many more in restaurants or a museum. 

 

Council Member Pierce agreed, noting the potential ripple effect. 

 

Council Member Ruggiero asked whether Convalt’s current projects were contingent on the hydro 

facility and wondered what would happen if the project was not viable. 

 

Mr. Achuthan stated that they must get power to his project and that is why they are looking for other 

ways to achieve that without paying National Grid $19,000,000. He indicated the hydro plant was not 

required for the company to move forward but it would help. 

 

Council Member Olney welcomed Mr. Achuthan to the area and asked if the plans Convalt was 

proposing were preliminary or if time had been put into it. 
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Mr. Achuthan stated that the company is aware of who controls the water, and they are willing to do the 

additional studies, but they wanted to make sure that Council knew what was happening each step of the 

way. He stated at this point they did not know how much power could potentially be generated at the 

facility, but he did know that it was not a lot. 

 

Council Member Olney asked if the two projects were related. 

 

Mr. Achuthan explained in detail the need for his company and for the United States to increase its 

power every year and noted they must do so to have any chance of competing with China in the future. 

He noted that his company is trying to “de-risk” their operations by generating more power and creating 

a growth plan.  

 

Council Member Olney reviewed hypothetical numbers about the costs to generate power and the 

amount that could be produced. 

 

Mr. Achuthan stated he would be happy to meet in executive session to discuss actual numbers and 

indicated Mr. Olney’s numbers were not realistic.  

 

Mayor Smith stated that he believed Mr. Achuthan was looking for a licensing agreement with the City 

to pursue the project on Sewall’s Island asked if Council supported such a plan. 

 

Mr. Achuthan stressed that the desire was to work with the City and offered complete transparency with 

their findings. 

 

Council Member Olney expressed discomfort with authorizing an agreement with anyone until this was 

more fully investigated, adding that he felt this proposal was sprung on him at the last minute. 

 

Mayor Smith said there had been no secrecy and that the letter had been delivered to Mr. Mix on 

December 29 and Mr. Achuthan had only met with Mr. Mix a week or two ago. He stressed there was 

no attempt to conceal this proposal. 

 

Mr. Achuthan proposed that his company be given limited approval to do a preliminary feasibility study 

at their own cost and this would allow them to find out who has the rights and to do the research 

necessary.  

 

Council Member Olney expressed that he felt this was a sizable investment in time and money and he 

did not feel enough research had been done. He noted he did not wish to give away the property and felt 

that certain opinions of Council Members did not align with the taxpayer. 

 

Mr. Mix noted that there had been no request for an agreement to sell or give the property away. He 

reiterated that Convalt is looking for licensing to do a preliminary feasibility study. 

 

Mr. Achuthan asked Council Member Olney if his suggestion would be that Convalt just walk away. He 

stated that he must look closely at all his opportunities and costs. 

 

Mayor Smith added that the company must be allowed to investigate their options. 
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Mr. Achuthan repeated that the company needs baseload power generation, and they are seeking 

permission from the City simply to do a feasibility study on Sewall’s Island. 

 

Council Member Olney asked Mr. Mix if this were what any business would need to do. 

 

Mr. Mix stated that there would be a license agreement and the business would need to provide their 

own proof of insurance. He indicated the City had consulted with City Attorney Robert Slye about the 

legality of this proposal. 

 

Mayor Smith suggested polling the Council. 

 

Council Member Hickey directed a question to Planning and Community Development Director 

Michael Lumbis regarding how this project might tie into the design plan for Sewall’s Island which is 

already done and paid for.  

 

Mr. Lumbis said that part of that plan included having the private sector come in and kick start 

improvements in the public realm. He said this is a proposal for a future partnership and that suggestions 

such as a museum and restaurant fit in well with the plan. 

 

Council Member Hickey stated that he would give permission to the preliminary study. 

 

Council Member Olney said no. 

 

Council Member Pierce offered her support and stated she was grateful to Mr. Achuthan for bringing 

this proposal to Council, adding it is not often that the City gets the opportunity to work with a 

developer with his company’s track record. Council Member Pierce also noted that although she also 

only heard about this project last week, she did not feel there was any secrecy intended with this 

proposal. 

 

Council Member Ruggiero indicated she also only heard about this when the agenda came out on 

Thursday but would offer her support for a preliminary feasibility study and looked forward to hearing 

the results. 

 

Mayor Smith summarized that the vote was four to one in favor.  

 

Mr. Achuthan proposed bringing a monthly update to Council to ensure full transparency and to keep up 

communications with the City. 

 

Work session ended at 9:15 p.m. 

 
Lisa M. Carr 
Deputy City Clerk 

 


