Critics: $25M welcome center on Grand Island is
like a ghost town
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A view of the Western New York Welcome Center om@r Island. The state spent $25 million on the stexi
in 2018 to promote tourist attractions in the ragiBut criticism persists over the center's logatdf the 1-190.
(Robert Kirkham/Buffalo News)
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When Chuck Eckert exited the Thruway’s 1-190 onr@résland to check out the Western New York Welcome
Center on a Friday afternoon this summer, he wemntaback at how empty it was.

“It's Aug. 9 and 3 o’clock in the afternoon on ookthe busiest days of tourism season. Thousandarefare
driving by and I'm looking around and | see lesatl20 people at the center,” Eckert said. “It'sanderful
building in the wrong location. It's a waste of neyi’

The $25 million center opened a year ago to mucfafa with public officials saying how it would glan
important role in bolstering tourism but criticisipersist over the center's location and whethsrsticceeding
in its mission.

None of the more than two dozen visitors intervidwa Aug. 9 by The Buffalo News said they had ititars
of extending their stays in Western New York toetak regional sites promoted at the center.

Most were either on their way to Niagara Falls eading elsewhere on their vacations, part of astref
motorists whose numbers total about 23.7 milliamidg on that section of the Thruway annually.

Built with state funds from the second phase ofBb#alo Billion, the cavernous 12,442-square-foehter
drew praise from visitors for its design, which viaspired by Frank Lloyd Wright's prairie-style aitecture,
and what it offers.

Missing, though, are direct access ramps from tir@way, making it cumbersome to reach, according to
critics. They say the money could have been usedtf@r projects, such as a year-round attractairaw
tourists during the lean winter months.



The Thruway Authority says the center is succeedimgjpoints to the number of visitors in the fyrsar. There
were 177,224 visitors, according to authority fgmbased on computer software that counts the @eopl
entering the facility.

But that number may be inflated.

The day The News spent at the center, many peagie @bserved entering the center, stepping outsidi in
the sunshine or eat at the picnic tables, andtiemning to the center to use the restrooms bééanang.

A Thruway Authority spokeswoman acknowledged thatpieople-counting technology was not capable of
determining if visitors were counted multiple tim@gcording to the authority’s counting system, figple
visited the center between 9 a.m. and 5 p.m. on 8ug

Yet unlike traditional Thruway rest stops that iegjuently crowded, the welcome center, criticsl sisi often a
ghost town.

There are 11 welcome centers in the state andlihevBy operates three, including the one on Gralaahdl.
Its Capital Region Welcome Center near Albany éshibisiest with nearly 500,000 visitors since la#it The
more remotely situated Mohawk Valley Welcome Cerdaty accessible to westbound traffic, had thetlea
visitors at 96,487.

What's at the center?

When visitors enter the Western New York Welcomat€e one of the first sights that grabs theirrdite is a
massive video screen that features images of tfeeht attractions in the region.

Digital kiosks provide additional information oroge attractions and display cases feature evegytlom a
handcarved carousel horse made in North Tonawanaaair of open-toed high heels matching what thme
comedienne Lucille Ball of Jamestown once wore.

A Taste NY store is stocked with locally made praidwand other items produced by vendors acrosstale,
providing New York businesses with a chance to eggheir markets.
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You can buy food and beverages made in New YorteStiathe Taste NY store at the WNY Welcome Center
on Grand Island. (Robert Kirkham/Buffalo News)

“The welcome centers present an efficient and gfeopportunity to reach potential visitors, whatlthat is
capturing the interests of travelers passing thindhg state, motivating visitors on an existing to expand or
extend their stay, or planting the seed for a Ritasit,” Thruway Authority spokeswoman Jennifen@@r said.



Knocking the location

Since the center opened, Patrick J. Whalen, direétthe Niagara Global Tourism Institute, has used a
temporary office two or three times a week whilevrggiarters for the institute are built in Niagael§:

“Itis clearly in the wrong place. I've been comifoy a year and there’s usually nobody here, egfigén the
winter and those that do stop are here to useeteooms,” Whalen said.

He said “the only thing that makes sense” for pigkGrand Island was that the Thruway had alreadyeo\.6
1/2 acres of land where it built the center.

“l was told the center was built to market Buffalitractions to tourists leaving Niagara FallshHitts the case,
why wouldn’t you put it in Niagara Falls?” Whaleaid.

The lack of direct access ramps is another of Wisleriticisms.
“What if the Whitehaven Road overpass needs tepaired,” he said. “How will people get here?”

Givner said a decadesold federal law prohibits censral enterprises, such as a Taste NY storesasteps
with direct access to interstate highways, withgkeeption of existing facilities grandfathered enthe law.

So in order to accommodate the store, the centdd emt be directly connected to the Thruway, Giveead.
Direct access ramps, she added, would have pretthdecapability to have vehicle or pedestrian sste the
local community. And while tourism promotion wasrgeshowcased by state and local officials at grger’s
grand opening last year, Givner said communitywse always part of the plan.

“Over the summer months we held outreach seasorits #?ass and tolls by mail. People were thereimgit

and many if not most lived on the island,” Givnaidsof some of the events, adding, “There’s a wetkimers
market and the community room is utilized on a feghasis.”

How Grand Island was selected

In seeking information on reasons for Grand Islars#lection, The News obtained a 2017 Thruway Atitho
“Final Design Report” from the Town of Grand Islaog way of a Freedom of Information Law request.

The report stated that a facility was needed teesas a “gateway” to Western New York along th&0-1
corridor in the Buffalo area with the purpose gbgarting tourism.

The Thruway Authority determined that the stridaofd it already owned adjacent to its roadway oan@r
Island would be able to accommodate cars, truekseational vehicles and buses.

In addition, the site was big enough for a picnigaa playground, dog park, shelter for motorcyeled
charging stations for electric-powered vehicles.

Several other sites, the report stated, had also bensidered.

A “Buffalo Welcome Center” at the Niagara Stredenchange on the 1-190 was ruled out because itdymat
be visible from the Thruway. The same reason wasngior a “Galleria Mall Welcome Center” in



Cheektowaga. A “Canalside Welcome Center” was ddaméeasible because of a “densely developed urban
environment” that might “dissuade users from utiligthis site,” the study concluded.

Renovating the Thruway’s Clarence Travel Plaza anteelcome center was also considered, but it was
determined that site already serves “as a natatalhgy to Western New York and already has sinfalaitities
and amenities” the center would feature.

Constructing a “Peace Bridge Welcome Center” inadanwas also rejected.
The Thruway Authority’s study had estimated the@of the center at about $20 million for the pweof

soliciting bids, according to Givner. But a finalst figure has not been determined because of pgndi
invoices. Earlier this year, the Thruway releasgdres that placed the center's cost at about $B6mM

In February, The News filed a freedom of informatrequest for all state spending on the centercanttacts
with vendors, including the Taste NY store. Thehfuity has issued seven delays in providing recariting
the need for more time to prepare its response.

The Taste NY store inside the Western New York \Wiele Center sells food and beverages produced in New
York. (Robert Kirkham/Buffalo News)

No rent from concessionaire

At other Thruway rest stops concessionaires pagtite to operate restaurants or stores. For icestan
Delaware North has paid the Thruway Authority $326,to date this year for four rest stops, inclgdime
Clarence Travel Plaza.

But Taste NY stores are not under that type ofrfona obligation and occupy the Grand Island welearenter
rent free, according to the state Department ofdddjure and Markets.

The state also gives money to Cornell Cooperatitertsion to market the Grand Island site, said @gture
and Markets spokeswoman Jola Szubielski.



Taste NY stores, she added, are not viewed asrfugveources” for the state, but rather a statewide
promotional program for New York farmers, food d®Verage vendors to reach new customers.

“So, for example in 2018, the state invested $3lMam in the Taste NY program, but the impact vd¥.8
million in sales for its farms, food and beveragsibhesses,” Szubielski said of the return on putiitars.

Supporters and critics

An official at the Martin House Complex, one of \ghit's most famous masterworks, said the welcomeecen
has steered tourists to the Buffalo attraction.

“We regularly see guests who have visited the wakgenter and they have told us that they haveveste
information about the Martin House,” said Mary Radbgthe Martin House Complex's executive direcidro
could not estimate how many tourists were direthede from the welcome center.

James T. Sandoro, founder and executive directtiveoBuffalo Transportation/Pierce Arrow Museunyssthe
center “is not living up to its potential.” None tbfe visitors to his museum have mentioned that taene
because of a stop at the center, Sandoro said.

People connected to the local tourism industrysdid, should be at the welcome center talking ep th
attractions so that visitors will rethink their ptaand stay longer in Buffalo Niagara.

Mary Malone of Souderton, Pa., poses for a pictute her dogs in front of the ILOVENY sculpture time
front of the center. (Robert Kirkham/Buffalo News)

What visitors say

Even if the center did not inspire the visitors where interviewed to extend their stays, they waranimous
in praising its elegant architecture.

When Sal Mejia of Rochester walked into the cerfterwas so impressed, he shouted, “This building is
beautiful,” and gave a thumbs-up. But his planssdid, did not call for spending more time in Bldfar
Niagara Falls.

“We’re going to Toronto to see a Yankees game,”idlgfid.



Texas resident Belinda Hartung said she and hepanmns were in a hurry to get to Niagara Falls lzauil no
plans to extend their stay.

“We have a limited amount of time,” said Hartundyondescribed the center in one word: “Fantastic.”
A future as a community center?

Assemblyman Angelo J. Morinello, a Niagara Fallpi#ican whose district includes Grand Island, heesn
critical of the center and how much it cost. Healays criticism is not constructive at this point.

“It's there and it is not going away. We need tdltitask the building. Let’'s move the focus to a coomity
center. There are public and private meeting spabtsinello said. “They could have high school neons.”

Grand Island Supervisor Nathan D. McMurray, whewoftiolds meetings there, said he lobbied for théecdo
be built on Grand Island because it would be “arshiconnector” between the north and south pdrtiseo
region.

“The state wasn't going for a commercial enterprideey were trying to celebrate the best of NewKyor
agriculture, products and history,” McMurray said.

As time passes, the supervisor predicted the cenlidsecome more of a focal point attracting Grdsldnd
residents.

But when asked if the center will accomplish itssmn of promoting more tourism, he said, “ ..ah't predict
that.”



