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Poloncarz touts Erie as leader during State of County
by BRYAN JACKSON Cheektowaga Editor

County Executive Mark Poloncarz’s hour-long State of the County address last week was wide ranging, but the
overarching message was direct: Erie County will lead.

Poloncarz rattled off initiatives that he said show the county’s leadership and laid the groundwork for the coming
year’s agenda, during his sixth State of the County Address, held at the Buffalo Museum of Science the afternoon of
March 8.

Erie County’s top executive pointed to falling opioid deaths, down from 301 in 2016 to 268 in 2017, as evidence that
policies — especially early groundwork such as formation of the Opioid Epidemic Task Force in January 2016 — are
working.

Additionally, Poloncarz said, the work toward combating the opioid epidemic is being recognized across the county,
with information provided to the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration by the Erie County Department of Central
Police Services Forensic Laboratory resulting in several deadly opiate derivatives, such as butyryl fentanyl, being
recognized as controlled substances at the federal level.

Later in the address, Poloncarz announced that the county Department of Health is partnering with the Cheektowaga
Police Department on a program that is designed to get people who overdose into treatment faster.

“Anytime — anytime — an individual overdoses and is saved with Narcan in Cheektowaga, the police and a peer
counselor from the Health Department will follow up with that person the very next day to ensure they are getting
necessary treatment,” he said. “This partnership will save lives.”

While the program is launching in Cheektowaga, recently secured grant funding will allow the initiative to expand to
other towns down the line, Poloncarz said.

This was not the only law enforcement initiative announced during the speech, with Poloncarz saying all of Erie
County will be using the so-called “closest car” program by the end of the year.

The software that allows dispatchers to identify and send the closest officer to a reported emergency, regardless of
whether it is an Erie County Sheriff’s Office deputy or a New York State trooper, was introduced and piloted in 2016
and expanded in 2017. Currently, about 50 percent of the county, including District Two, which covers Clarence, for
example, relies on the program.
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Poloncarz highlighted millions of dollars in road construction completed throughout the county and said although
federal plans to shift a majority of costs to local governments could slow down work if passed, he said Northtowns
thoroughfares such as Goodrich Road in Clarence and North Forest Road in Amherst could expect reconstruction in
2018.

Similarly, he emphasized the $11 million worth of investments in the county park system and announced that the
forestry division will begin replanting blight-resistant American chestnut trees in Orchard Park’s Chestnut Ridge Park,
often touted as the crown jewel of the county’s parks.

The speech was not all pats on the back though.

While he touched on many cost-saving efforts taken by the government at the county and local levels, Poloncarz took
aim at non-municipal taxing districts, such as schools or fire and sewer districts, toward the middle of the address.

According to the county executive, those districts levied 64 percent of Erie County’s $1.8 million 2017 tax levy.
Poloncarz moved that school, fire and special taxing district representatives be required to sit on shared services
panels, something Gov. Andrew Cuomo required of municipalities in 2017, in order find ways to save, even if that
means mergers or consolidation.

In Poloncarz’s mind, Cheektowaga — and its five school districts — is Exhibit A for inefficiency.

He cited the town’s population decline, both total and among school-age children, between 1970 and today, and
wondered aloud why the inner ring suburb needed a full hand’s worth of districts when similarly sized Tonawanda and
West Seneca have one, and Williamsville with about 1,000 more students, spends $2.3 million less on administrative
costs.

The answer, Poloncarz said, has been a lack of political will, but he asserted that districts such as Cheektowaga’s
could merge, save millions on administrative costs by eliminate superintendents and business officials, “without the
closing of one school, or the layoff of a teacher, a teacher’s aide, a guidance counselor or a bus driver.”

Poloncarz teased an “eye-opening” report regarding school districts that he said the administration has been compiling
for the past few months, but, predictably, superintendents from Cheektowaga pushed back, releasing a one-page
statement before the State of the County address was even underway.

They contested the county executive’s assertions of a bloated, top-heavy system in the town, criticizing him for failing
to approach the districts beforehand and pointing to studies going back to the 1980s that have consistently concluded
that mergers would not achieve significant cost savings.
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