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Gov. Andrew Cuomo speaks Tuesday on the remowleatoll booths on both sides of the Grand Island
bridges. (John Hickey/The Buffalo News)

Sean Kirst: Let's honor the nameless commuters sodree of Gl toll
booths

By Sean Kirs{ Published 6:00 a.m. August 23, 2017 | Updatedut ago
=

The Grand Island toll booths are expected to coavenchext March, which means civic leaders will euaily
need to choose someone to make the ceremoniadlfivet through the open area where the tolls, ddogag,
have served as a barrier.

Rather than a politician behind the wheel, heaesaggestion: Why not find a few commuters whoaedted
that daily grind for 50 years or more, men and womo've spent some astounding number of cumulative
hours waiting at those toll booths to pay up anepkariving?

If you know anyone who qualifies, send the nameswhay. If nothing else, I'll get them in the papéhnus
honoring the grassroots effort from which this kaly movement came to be.

As a fitting example, Pat Whalen was about as\iayaas he could get Tuesday from the center o&thien.
He sat in the last seat of the last row of foldthgirs at Fisherman's Landing on Grand Island, e/béicials
held the formal announcement between the two grets that link the island to Tonawanda. Up frGay.
Andrew Cuomo and others were describing an histaoment on the Niagara Frontier, their voices lyarel
audible above the clank and roar of trucks climlhegbridge.

The toll booths, a sharp stone in the collectiyggaeal foot since the 1930s, will finally be gone.

Many of us thought we'd never see the day. Wedlem Yorkers have griped about those toll boothBfbr
years and counting with a sort of weary, this-wenr-go-away acceptance. The best toll booth miesor
many of us can muster involve the occasional moswhen some generous stranger would pay a doub to
Grand Island and say to the person in the bootby:'Hlake care of the car behind me."



Seriously. That sometimes happened in the daysé&fZ Pass. Still, the toll booths were more oftenkind
of stress-inducing obstacle that caused Whalemnytatfbmonths ago, to sit down awdte an essay for
LinkedIn. He maintained the tolls were a "psychologicaliedl to the casual movement of people between
Buffalo and Niagara Falls.

That essay is why Grand Island Supervisor NathaMitray made a beeline for the last row before Tagsd
news conference began. Beaming, he exclaimed tdéwvhaVve did it!"

Then he turned and told anyone standing nearbyWbalen was a key player in bringing down the tolls.

Pat Whalen and Nate McMurray at Tuesday's newsecente announcing cashless tolling for Grand Island
(John Hickey/The Buffalo News)

The story goes like this: Whalen wrote his essalysant it to a friend, Mike Billoni, for a littledéing. Billoni,
a former vice president and general manager dBthifalo Bisons, runs his own communications outfand
also lives on Grand Island. There are differensiogrs of the exact timing, but the end result & Billoni

introduced Whalen to McMurray, and the two menired they had the same feeling about the toll tmoth

They needed to go, and the campaign to bring itiiabad to be civil, passionate - and maybe evéitia |
funny.

"It was either going to happen right away or take¥er,” Whalen said.

The alliance was complete once Brian Michel, a 28ryold who lives in Niagara County and works gsaant
writer in Buffalo, decided he'd had enough of tedigvaits on his daily commute.

"It was the trifecta,” Michel said of the three-nyaartnership.

Basically, Whalen said, it shook down like this.'dHapproach the business community, McMurray wdead
the political lightning rod, and Michel brought especially critical component:

Skill and passion with social media.

Our grandparents, when they ground their teeth taheuoll booths, could hardly turn to InstagrattMurray
understands the power of a camera. In June, ha ditbngue-in-cheek video that both praised Cuamdo a
gently needled the governor about the need fomggetid of the toll booths. The video exploded afi#chel
gave it a good ride on Facebook.



Sam Hoyt, regional president of the state Econddazelopment Corp., brokered a teleconference innglv
McMurray and top state transportation officials,ontstened and then said — to McMurray's joyoupsse —
yes, they agreed with his central point.

Cuomo came to Grand Island Tuesday and made dialffirhe state won't give up the proceeds frontahs —
cashless tolling means motorists will still payly Pass or direct billing — but the toll boothsrtiselves will
soon disappear.

McMurray played point guard with his appreciatidigshing it around to many state and civic officiadso
helped out along the way. Michel, who saw the angement as an early gift before his wedding Satyrda
described Cuomo's decision as "a generational eéyandpich might seem like hyperbole except for tneg.

He's right. Travelers have been waiting for thadlebipoths to disappear since Franklin D. Roosewvak
president.

As for Whalen, he is interim director of the Niag&lobal Tourism Institute in Niagara Falls, fouddeth one
core purpose. The goal is helping the larger conitytm "improve the visitor experience," and th#é bmoths,
to put it mildly, hardly fit the mission. To Whaleremoving them represents the rare civic momem@nihe
symbolic importance is almost as meaningful agdéasion itself.

"So many people said about the tolls, 'This willerechange,™ Whalen said. "And so many peopletfesl
same way about Niagara Falls.”

In other words, if you can take on a longtime regicannoyance and immediately make the lives otireds
of thousands of people a little easier, maybe youmake them believe change can happen in othes, wet
other enduring problems.

State officials promised that 52 full- or part-titodl collectors and managers affected by the deciwill have
the chance to transfer, and the general mood avikiet was one of celebration. As recently as Falgru
interim Thruway Authority director Bill Finch — M@briscoll, state transportation commissioner, \wdbn
move into Finch's job — was saying the state haglaws for cashless tolling in upstate.

Yet here it is. A collective effort by a bunch efatively little guys led to big change in Albang,a decision
that is expected to become a reality once the ¢ollse down next March. As | say, if you know of any
commuters who've made that daily drive for a halftary or so, let me know so | can make this notiona

They've earned the right to be the first over théde, without a wait.

Sean Kirst is a columnist with The Buffalo News. Write to himin care of The Buffalo News, One News Plaza,
14240 or send him an email at skirst@buffnews.com.



