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PLANNING & ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT COMMITTEE – NOVEMBER 18, 2021 

KEVIN HOLMQUIST, CHAIRMAN 

 

MEMBERS PRESENT:  Ms. Abbott, Dr. Kelly 

ABSENT: Mr. Kinne, Mr. Williams 

ALSO PRESENT: Ms. Kuhn, Mr. Ryan; Mr. Liedka, Mr. Fox, Mr. Bottar, Ms. Foss, Ms. Harris, Mr. 

Wixson, Mr. Kelly, Ms. Primo, Ms. Murphy, Ms. Felice, Mr. Kwasnowski, Ms. Vendetti, Mr. Morgan, Mr. 

Frantzis, Ms. Lesniak, Ms. Vilardi 

 

Chairman Holmquist called the meeting to order at 9:15 a.m.  A motion was made by Mrs. Abbott-Kenan and 

seconded by Dr. Kelly to waive the reading of the minutes of the previous committee.  MOTION CARRIED.  A motion 

was made by Dr. Kelly and seconded by Mrs. Abbott-Kenan to approve the minutes of the previous committee.  

MOTION CARRIED. 

 

 
1. INFORMATIONAL: Aquarium 

 

 
 

Ms. Primo: 

 Good morning – here to talk about a transformational project proposed by the County Executive (“CE”) for $85m for 

80k square foot, 600k gallon water volume tank aquarium to sit at Inner Harbor  

 

http://www.ongov.net/legislature


PLANNING & ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT COMMITTEE MINUTES – November 18, 2021     2 

 
 

 Shows 4 accredited aquariums – beautiful buildings - been transformation in their communities 

 

 
 

 

 Examples of exhibits that aquariums offer now – typical to what we are asking you to support to have our residents 

enjoy here 
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 Why we think this can be transformational and a great investment – doesn’t come out of thin air – been discussed for 

over 20 years – 4th feasibility study – Mr. Bottar has been involved in all 4 – all have said it will be successful if done 

right 

 CE in office three years ago – heard that the aquarium is something others are interested in pursuing – if it wasn’t for 

the pandemic would have happened two years ago 

 Had to seek out professional guidance – drafted an RFP – one of respondents was Consult Econ  - been in business 

over 30 years and has done work throughout the world – zoos, aquariums, operational analysis, sight analysis – many 

for aquariums – more than 100 such studies for just aquariums – country only has 60 aquariums – Asia, South 

America, and China 

 This process of hiring this company with expertise will pay off for the community – learned a lot through this process 

 

 
 

 80 fulltime and 40 part-time employees – will grow because we have had conversations with Dan Liedka – he is here 

today and will speak as how it will help his organization 
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 We as a community have made a lot of investment in lakefront and Inner Harbor – sometimes we take for granted as to 

what an asset it is to have a lake 

 OC has spent money and Honeywell has spent a lot of money – Ampitheater was $50m which has been successful – 

have national acts bringing in thousands of people – trail system – seventy-five percent around the lake and currently 

working on the final leg – connects to empire trail system which connects to state trails – begun to take advantage – 

millions spent on state fair – $25m to renovate stadium – so much going on but growth has stagnated and needs a jolt – 

this is what government sometimes does – this will draw more and more investment money – Inner Harbor is so 

special because you could take a boat through the Great Lakes – down the Mississippi – we have a connection to the 

whole world – if we do it right this area can be an amazing playground for our community and our visitors – sales and 

occupancy tax will increase – will help brand the community  

 

 
 Learned that it needs to be done right – have to hit the five points for success  

 Inner Harbor is a location that will work – consultants went and toured the area – we wanted to build on Roth steel 

near highways and on the water – consultants said site is cut off by railroad tracks and near the waste water treatment 

plant – will not be sustainable – place wasn’t right because of surroundings – they point to Inner Harbor and said it 

was unique to community – near where things can grow – pushed back and realized they were right – now in 

negotiations to buy property – based on population within 60 minute drive and tourism market – makes it affordable 

to operate 

 Ticket price is a balancing act – has to be affordable but has to meet expenses – starting at $21.95 and students $9.95 

– discount for seniors and military  

 So many partners with zoo, Visit Syracuse, and Destiny – need to draw people in and market this place  
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Mr. Bottar: 

 Tasked with walking you through some of the numbers – presented same information to Facilities committee – 

directing you to a few key tables from the consultants 

 10 key documents – benchmarks of aquariums throughout the country – consultants put together a representative list 

that had some correlation to Syracuse – won’t see Boston aquarium on the list because of its size – this is a good list 

of facilities  

 2019 attendance list on highlighted areas – not automatic home runs – have to do it right – not just size – can have a 

large aquarium but not achieve success 

 Talk about the Tennessee (“TN”) aquarium which is most relevant located in Chattanooga TN – community similar in 

size, history to Syracuse – city is a little bigger than Syracuse – located in county that is a bit smaller  - income in city 

is higher but income in OC is higher than TN county – have one of the most successful aquariums in the country 
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Mr. Bottar: 

 Focus on far right hand column – put construction numbers into 2021 dollars – expensive to build but have to do 

it right - $1k per square foot – higher because sophisticated facilities with exhibits drive the cost 

 

 
 Attendance drives revenue – revenue pays operating costs – 4th time been through feasibility studies – each time the 

presentation is generally the same – look at population of tourism market – how many could you capture to come to the 

aquarium 

 Low range – pick a lousy site and build an average facility 
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 Mid-range is what they are expecting in Syracuse – of the three firms I’ve dealt with this is the most conservative – the 

feasibility consultants tend to be conservative – pleased to see OC is going to spend $85m – encouraged by the level of 

commitment by the CE 

 Half from resident market  Utica to Rochester and Binghamton to Watertown – I keep making a point to consultants 

that they are very conservative – we have 60 million people within a 5 hour drive 

 
Mr. Bottar: 

 This is a summary only as there is a wealth of information in the detail report – consultants have a database on all the 

operating information to use as a basis for making the presentation 

 Contributed revenue is sponsorships – clearly a key part of the revenue stream 

 
 Year three we can make this thing hum – 10 year is typical cycle – projecting it would operate in the black – 

profits will be needed to maintain a world class facility that we are proposing to build 
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 Shows the economic impact from construction – will generate a lot of money 

 
 Standard procedure and methodology that consultants use – tried and true methodology – actual use a model that 

is used by the Federal government 

 $21m circulates throughout the community – projecting $51m once it is in operation  

 Key tables have been presented today – other tables feed into these tables 
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Ms. Primo: 

 County will own the facility – will be a big operation and outside of what we do on a day to day basis – some are 

public, private and not for profit – recommendation by consultants look at a public private model and lean 

towards a not for profit to run – OC would run it – employees would be employees of 501c3 – cost to maintain 

would be 501c3 – healthcare for animals, food, cleaning and maintenance would all be responsibility of 501c3 – 

would have a board where CE and Legislature would have a seat on – contract between county and operator – 

laying out who was responsible for what would be negotiated – would be a revenue sharing agreement – OC 

could take some and put in a fund for capital improvements - OC would take on major improvements  

 Details have not been worked out completely – this is a way many aquariums operate in this country – Mr. Fox is 

in contact with other aquariums to learn best practices – once we get approvals to move forward we will reach out 

with RFP – can’t commit until they know what it looks like, location, and design will drive this – this is in initial 

phases 

 Let me remind you about the huge opportunity this presents to us 
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 Have talked to folks in Chattanooga – gentlemen retired news director – aquarium reshaped cities downtown – 

something Chattanooga needed – controversial at the time but would not find anyone today that would say it was 

a waste of money 

 Foundation of the city is the aquarium for many reasons – spawned $5b in investments since it opened 
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Mr. Bottar: 

 Inner Harbor is unique to smaller cities – been some great development within the past 20 years but clearly much 

more opportunities in this area – these little building blocks suggest to you what could happen if we build the 

right facility in the right location 

 About 45 acres of land for development – accommodate over 1m sq. ft. of development – showing great ability to 

attract development and investment – could see this over a 5-10 year period if we build it correctly 

 
Mr. Holmquist: 

 You mentioned marketing – we have Mr. Liedka with us – can we anticipate how will marketing look 
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Ms. Primo: 

 County would market in a supportive way – a lot would be in collusion with other amenities – good point to ask Dan 

Liedka to talk 

 

Mr. Liedka: 

 I’m not involved in any decisions but we would absolutely embrace this – we market the OnCenter – new things 

coming on the horizon – we would jump in head first – you can build and they will come – I’ve looked into quite a bit 

 Gave information for feasibility study – had two Maxwell students do research  – top interest was shopping and sporting 

events – today leaning towards outdoor adventures – second attractions and museums which includes zoo and parks – 

market has shifted – online shopping is here to stay – something like this will anchor the area – consumers are there – 

economic impact is strong 

 When I sat in the Legislature we would try to poke holes – direct spending is who is coming  – indirect spending is the 

people that work there are making money and putting back into the economy – when we market conventions we use a 

tourism agency and I think they are conservative –– research why we lose business – amenities is one of the reasons – 

people will extend their stays because of what we have to offer  

 Look at shoulder season which is January, February and March – decreased occupancy rates for hotels – this will help 

this time of the year – great to show case and develop that area – I worked for Marriott doing feasibility studies – 

government steps in and creates a vibrant area – we are perfectly located within a 5 hour drive of a lot of people – get 

them here and make them stay – $900m industry here which represents 1 of 11 jobs here – this will push the rock over 

the hill 

 

Mr. Holmquist: 

 Always inspired by Mr. Liedka 

 Served on the zoo board for 4 years so would like to hear from Ted Fox about what the relationship between zoo 

and aquarium will look like 

 

Mr. Fox: 

 At this point you know more than most about the zoo – to Ms. Primo’s point this is in early stages – we have access 

to a tight knit group that love to see others succeed – relying on a living collection to succeed – there will be some 

type of collaboration that will be important – don’t believe it will hurt the zoo – most people that support the zoo 

are excited  

 Aquariums resonate in different ways from zoos – better feel because fish don’t sleep like elephants and tigers – 

compare with programming with the highest standards and it will draw people 

 

Mr. Holmquist: 

 I read in the feasibility study – some have local and global fish – what might it look like  

 

Mr. Fox: 

 TN wanted to focus on just the native fish – that didn’t resonate with the visitors – they want larger colorful animals 

– critical for location – conversation around Onondaga lake but want it more complex – difference between 

Onondaga and Skaneateles lake will be a serious story – hands on stuff for children is so critical – our new animal 

health center is exciting – this will be a major point for us to see how critical animal health is to us 

 

Mr. Holmquist: 

 Feel compelled to ask the Casey Jordan question – city will benefit greatly – any conversations about how the city 

could benefit and provide input 

 

Ms. Primo: 

 CE has spoken to mayor – at this point there hasn’t been a need to ask for anything from the mayor 

 

Mr. Holmquist: 

 Know CE and mayor are in collaboration 

 

Ms. Abbott: 

 Think we have to share in the benefits – have you had investors reach out at this point  
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Ms. Primo: 

 Have had conversations realizing this will make it an easier process 

 

Ms. Abbott: 

 Extremely excited about the children – have Otisco and Skaneateles lake nearby but city kids don’t have this 

opportunity  

 

Mr. Fox: 

 Every first and second grader in the city school district comes to the zoo – not only a field trip but a program – 

conservation, water ways and how it is important to do better as land stewards – children are the focus – make it 

successful and accessible – great ideas from other facilities – sponsor days like Tops or Wegmans to pay for the 

day 

 

Ms. Abbott: 

 Two water sheds that urban don’t appreciate – water comes from Skaneateles – where it comes from and why we 

have to worry about our farm land – lake association has a pontoon boat and has an environmental club with a lot 

of kids signing up 

 When comparing and talking about aquariums I realize it has to be done right but what is quality – has low 

attendance – why would that be – what happened 

 

Mr. Bottar: 

 Very fair question – glad you focused on this – been to about 20 aquariums but not this one – quality of exhibits. 

location and how it is operated – has to be run like a business – have to spend money to market – reading an article 

about the Georgia aquarium which is one of the largest in the world – spending marketing dollars completely wrong 

– have to do it right 

 

Ms. Abbott: 

 Wasn’t in Legislator but was a journalist back 20 years ago - why didn’t it happen  

 

Mr. Bottar: 

 Different business interests that could not come to an agreement – private development approach – different model 

– OC will be funding this project – started as a private for profit endeavor – weren’t able to pull it together 

 

Ms. Abbott: 

 Excited – appreciate forward thinking momentum 

 

Dr. Kelly: 

 Major projects like this live and die – one thing I zeroed in they receive 97% projected revenue – could you speak 

to the pool of the local sponsorships 

 

Ms. Primo: 

 Contributed revenue could be state grants – the zoo gets $300k a year from the state – would be from naming rights 

for facility and different exhibits  - galas and things like that to raise money – had a lot of conversation with Ted 

about efforts harming the zoo – absolutely not – so many opportunities to raise additional funds for aquarium – 

Ted has developed wonderful relationships with many donors of the zoos as well as foundations that are a source 

for the zoo – there is an upstate foundation that has funded two aquariums that are interested in supporting a local 

aquarium 

 

Mr. Fox: 

 We have a small section of the zoo that is dedicated to the aquatics – they were active with feasibility study – they 

are offering to do meet and greet dinners to try and get this kick started – the foundation that Ms. Primo is speaking 

in would love to put their money in our aquarium that is local 

 Federal grant because it checks so many boxes to Danny’s point – connecting to nature which is we saw during 

COVID people want to be outside  

 



PLANNING & ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT COMMITTEE MINUTES – November 18, 2021     14 

Dr. Kelly: 

 We think we can hit the benchmark on an annual basis – Mr. Fox answered – others say consultants are conservative 

Table that references higher and lower attendance – feasibility study did a nice job –  

 

Mr. Bottar: 

 Go to column under market capture rate – to achieve the high attendance rate you achieve the higher numbers – to 

spend one more moment – if we have 400k within a 20 minute radius would we get 40% to attend once a year – 

good quality aquarium 

 

Dr. Kelly: 

 Ok receives a 7% operating funding – we aren’t discussing OC contributing 

 

Ms. Primo: 

 There have been legislators asking about the wisdom of using cash as opposed to bonding – number of very good 

reasons we should not be doing this – if bonding we would pay 20-30m more – this will add to our operating costs and 

we won’t be burdened with this  

 

 

Mr. Bottar: 

 Chattanooga TN had a large wealthy donation and then the community got behind it – had sufficient revenue to build 

another building adjacent to theirs – if you do it right you can experience what they have seen in chat 

 

Ms. Abbott: 

 What is the time frame should this pass 

 

Ms. Primo: 

 After vote we will go forward with design and engineering – probably realistically January to November – once you 

have design you can RFP for construction – get a contract in mar 2022 – construction about a year 

 

Ms. Kuhn: 

 In any of these numbers were any developed pre-pandemic – school bus issues, massive violence – people are excited 

to do things outdoors and this is indoors – news this morning looking at healthcare crisis 

 

Mr. Bottar: 

 Couple points in the narrative assuming there will be some return to normalcy 

 

Ms. Kuhn: 

 Projected sales tax – 28.8% generating about 365m a year 

 

Ms. Primo: 

 What they don’t take into consideration is a lot of the economic effect that additional development will have – additional 

conventions, property development – take this operation and what it will in sales tax – this is a lot smaller than we 

anticipate occurring because this is going to have an effect – tax rev is what we want but more opportunity for 

employment, education, volunteers, new employers to move here, a new amenity that will help sell this place 

 

Ms. Kuhn: 

 Don’t doubt the excitement but the timing – have more people testing positive, people dying – my question is the timing 

and how much can we project in the times we are in – the amount of cash that could maybe help what’s going on in our 

community because of the current situation 

 

Dr. Kelly 

 Potential new development and amenities – I thought this was one thing where this was conservative 

 

Ms. Primo: 

 Current this doesn’t show anything about this 
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Ms. Abbott: 

 I like the conservative consultants and helps my decision making process 

 

Mr. Holmquist: 

 Would like to echo the conservative approach – transformation and exciting – appreciate all your time 

 

 

A motion was made at by Mrs. Abbott-Kenan, seconded by Dr. Kelly to adjourn the meeting.  Passed unanimously; 

MOTION CARRIED. 

 

The meeting was adjourned at 10:41 a.m. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 
MELANIE VILARDI, Deputy Clerk 

Onondaga County Legislature 

 

 

 


