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As a member of The University of Vermont Health Network, which includes our partnership with one of 
the nation’s leading academic medical centers, we are bringing the highest level of heart care, cancer care, 
orthopedic care and more to our community.

It means our nationally renowned heart program is even stronger, offering you the latest treatment options and 
breakthroughs as they happen. It means you have access to the latest clinical trials without having to travel far.  
All while experiencing the compassionate care you’ve come to trust from our community-based hospital.

Now more than ever, the care you need starts here, at The University of Vermont Health Network - Champlain 
Valley Physicians Hospital, where we bring the heart and science of medicine closer to you, every day.

Learn more at UVMHealth.org/CVPH.

Better care starts here.
We offer access to more clinical expertise, leading-edge research  
and compassionate care right here in the North Country.

UVMHealth.org/CVPH The heart and science of medicine.
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Women aren’t police officers or surgeons, and men aren’t nurses or hairdressers. That was the thinking 
of my generation, but times have changed. 

We’d like to believe that career decisions today are based on skills and interests, not on gender, but we 
know altering stereotypes can take a long time. 

In this issue of Strictly Business we celebrate men and women who have ignored the ways of yesterday 
and embraced “The New Normal”. Make sure to read each profile of these amazing people.

Our cover article features two sisters, Rhonda Barber and Carrie LaDuke, who grew up in a family busi-
ness.  Since taking over from their father they’ve made significant changes and have made X-Plo their own.

Julie Huttig is completely at home in the automotive business after decades in car and parts sales first in 
Elizabethtown and now in Plattsburgh at Huttig Nissan and a new NAPA store about to open. 

When I was Chief of Police in Plattsburgh we had no female sworn officers. Today there are several and about to be one more. Christine 
Labombard is following her family’s tradition to protect and serve. 

Jeff Norton offers an interesting perspective about the importance of male role models in elementary schools at a time when so many 
children are growing up without the day-to-day presence of a male figure.  

Dr. Gretchen Ryder is also following a family tradition started by her father. As the co-owner of The Spectacle Shoppe, she is living her 
dream and practicing her profession in the area she loves.

You’ll find Dr. Elena Boland’s perspective on gender neutral careers, influenced by her early years in Europe, eye opening. 

While Kari Tuling is the sixth female rabbi to serve the Plattsburgh congregation, she is still a trailblazer in a traditional vocation.

Dentists and good friends, Drs. Chi Vu and Martha Breyette of Lakeview Dentistry add a touch of humor as they reminisce about atti-
tudes they experienced as they began their professional careers.

Andrew James of ONE Med Spa is a great example of what hard work and passion can do for your career path. 

When Wyeth and then Pfizer left Rouses Point Mike Recore moved on to new opportunities. Now as an administrator at UVM/CVPH 
he is building a new career and looking forward to new opportunities.

George Munson and Steve Bailey may be surrounded by women hairdressers all day, but each has held his own and built an amazing 
reputation.

Also in this issue you will find our Insight feature, introducing the new Dean of SUNY Plattsburgh’s School of Business & Economics, 
Dr. Rowena Ortiz-Walters. You will find her path to success inspirational.

SUNY professor Dr. Robert Christopherson & attorney Jim Coffey offer part one of their three part analysis of municipal reliance on 
property taxes. Food for thought!!

And lastly, words of wisdom from Garry Douglas of the North Country Chamber of Commerce. Onward and Upward!!

This issue of SB offers a look at just a few of the interesting people in our area who are proving that traditional gender roles are fading. 
When careers and job training opportunities are open to everyone with an interest and a willingness to work hard and learn we will be 
stronger, and that will be good for business.

Herbert O. Carpenter, Publisher
Are you an experienced writer with an interest 
in local business? Strictly Business is looking for 
new talent to join our team of writers. Please send a 
brief bio and writing sample to elizabeth.vicencio@
thenortheastgroup.com.

Publisher’s View
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 KEEP  
ON  

TRUCKING

C OV E R  S TO RY

RHONDA BARBER AND CARRIE LADUKE 
CO-BUSINESS OWNERS OF X-PLO/E-Z STO 
PLATTSBURGH, NY
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 KEEP  
ON  

By Meg LeFevre 
Photo by Ty Kretser

“There is a man here looking for a handgun.” That’s not a statement most 
business owners hear everyday, but it has become the new normal for 
Rhonda Barber and Carrie LaDuke at X-PLO/E-Z STO located on the 

Military Turnpike in the Town of Plattsburgh.

New to the retail side of guns and ammo sales, LaDuke and Barber are veteran 
gunpowder and ammunitions brokers, having taken over the business their father, 
Don Jerry, began in the 1980s. The name X-PLO was fitting for the side of Jerry’s 
business that dealt with transporting explosives throughout the U.S. But X-PLO 
is also a fit to describe the tense and sometimes explosive formative years the sis-
ters spent learning to do business their father’s way.

Whether it was doing chores on the family farm in Cadyville at the crack of dawn 
seven days a week or mowing lawns and weed whacking their way through sum-
mer vacation, Don Jerry made certain he taught his daughters the worth of hard 
work—a value they fought kicking and screaming in their youth, but now appreciate.

The women recall working long hours from the age of 14 on, with little time for 
slumber parties and sports. The work they put in at their father’s business was on the 
books, but LaDuke explained, “We never saw a paycheck. It was put away for college.” 

“I would leave here in the afternoon and go to Zachary’s Pizza and work until 
midnight to have spending money,” noted Barber. LaDuke worked her second job 
at Service Merchandise where she “got to dress up and deal with customers,” not 
behind the scenes doing the grunt work of mowing lawns and washing trucks. 

Despite long, hard hours at work as teenagers, LaDuke and Barber both went to 
college with athletic/academic scholarships. After four years excelling on the soc-
cer field and in the classroom, Barber earned a Finance degree from Siena College. 
With job offers and a serious boyfriend in Albany, she was set on building a life 
and a career in the Capital District, but her father had different plans. 

“I was caught in a Catch-22,” she explained. “Either I could come home and be 
handed everything when I’d never done anything on my own, or stay in Albany and 
not appreciate anything I’d been given.” Ultimately, Barber struck a deal with her 
father to come home. She had studied self-storage as an up-and-coming business 
in the Albany area in 1990, and she pitched the idea to her father — build storage 
units on his 800-acre property in Schuyler Falls. “He said it was never going to 
work, but he brought in ten 20-foot ocean containers, put them out in a row and 
told me if I could keep those rented he would think about putting up a building.” 

Barber kept those containers rented. They now own 13 self-storage buildings; 
twelve on the Military Turnpike property and one in Dannemora, totaling 450 
units. Barber and LaDuke also rent about 650 portable storage trailers and own 
a U-Haul franchise. 

Like her sister, LaDuke also played four years of soccer in college and credits the 
discipline of athletics for getting her through school. “Growing up the way we 
did, we didn’t understand not having a schedule. When I went to college and had 
a lot of freedom, I was sleeping until noon and missing classes. The soccer coach 
caught up with me and said if you don’t keep up your average you can’t play. I’m 
very thankful I played a sport or I would never have gotten through college.”

R H O N DA  B A R B E R  &  C A R R I E  L A D U K E

RHONDA BARBER AND CARRIE LADUKE 
CO-BUSINESS OWNERS OF X-PLO/E-Z STO 
PLATTSBURGH, NY
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CASELLA OFFERS 
COMPLETE WASTE &
RECYCLING SOLUTIONS
FOR YOUR HOME, BUSINESS, SCHOOL, OR TOWN 

• Zero-Sort® Recycling

• Convenient Curbside Pickup

• Easy Dumpster Rentals

• Dependable Local Service

• Containers 2-40 Yards

• Trash & Recycling Compactors

• Online Bill Pay

• Free Business Waste Analysis

CURBSIDE  
TRASH & RECYCLING

COMMERCIAL 
TRASH & RECYCLING

EASY & CONVENIENT 
DUMPSTER RENTALS

1-800-CASELLA 
casella.com •  fb.com/ZeroSort

www.hegcpa.com

239 Tom Miller Road
Plattsburgh, NY  12901

518-562-5567

Crestview Plaza
2000 Saranac Avenue

Lake Placid, NY  12946
518-523-2581

31 Elm Street
Malone, NY  12953

518-483-1630

280 Main Street
Massena, NY  13662

315-764-1781

1 Main Street
Canton, NY  13667

315-386-2925

Free Book: Strategies 2 Grow Your Business Profits
10 Secrets All Business Owners Should Know

1-844-HEG-CPAs

CALL FOR A FREE SECOND OPINION & INITIAL CONSULTATION:

THE PREMIER ACCOUNTING FIRM IN NORTHERN NEW YORK

The self-proclaimed black sheep of the fam-
ily, LaDuke returned home after earning a 
Business degree from Cazenovia College, but 
refused to work for her father. Jerry wanted 
her to come into the family business as a 
receptionist. “I had a four-year degree and 
I wasn’t going to be a receptionist,” she said 
determinedly. 

LaDuke worked in property management at 
The Development Corp. for six years under 
Jerry Kelly and then Adore Kurtz, running 
the Foreign-Trade Zone (FTZ) and Empire 
Zone programs with tenants like Railtech, 
Medisca, and Salerno (all businesses that 
still operate in Plattsburgh). Eventually she 
made a deal with her father. “When you get 
out of the business, I’ll come in.” So in 1999 
when Jerry made the decision to retire he 
made one final deal with his girls.

He sold the business to them 50/50, but con-
tinues to own all the land. The sisters own 
the buildings and pay him rent. Jerry Family 
Properties stands to be theirs someday, but 
until then, Barber and LaDuke are content 
with the arrangement.

One of the first things LaDuke and Barber 
did after their father stepped away from the 
business was upgrade the technology and 
develop a corporate image. Instead of her 
father’s strictly-by-hand-bookkeeping sys-
tem LaDuke changed to Peachtree accounting 
software. They bought themselves laptop 
computers and hired Media Central to help 
with branding. 

But not everything about the transition went 
smoothly. “The first year was the hardest,” 
recalled LaDuke. “We walked in with the 
notion that we’d have our doors wide open 
and would be everybody’s friend.” Barber 
had the image of corporate America, where 
positive reinforcement would lead to shiny 
perks and a utopic atmosphere in the office. 
She freely admits now, “It was a nightmare.”

What, you might wonder, did the sisters do 
to right the ship and steady the course. “We 
became our father,” said LaDuke. “We real-
ized that we had to be the boss and not the 
friend. Just like being a parent. We realize 
now that our dad is the most amazing per-
son. He set us up for success.”
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Aside from the all-out fistfight, desk-clear-
ing brawls the sisters admit to having in the 
first decade of their partnership, the nature 
of their business is often volatile. A large part 
of the trucking business relies on contracts. 
“When they’re booming, we’re booming, but 
it’s not always reliable,” noted Barber. She and 
LaDuke went on to describe one of the more 
trying times in the business. In September 
2003 a large local manufacturer was renting 
more than 100 storage trailers that brought 
in $100,000/month, but all that came to a 
screeching halt when they hired another com-
pany to do its trucking and storage. 

In October of the same year, just three years 
after LaDuke and Barber had taken over the 
lucrative smokeless powder packaging and 
storage business, IMR Powder, their larg-
est customer, sold out to Hodgden Powder 
in Kansas, uprooting their entire opera-
tion. That was another $40-60,000/month 
up in smoke. Then, on the Sunday after 
Thanksgiving of that year an electrical fire 
consumed the business’ entire maintenance 
shop, all of the tools and four out of the five 
trucks in the fleet.

What did they do? Barber said, “We just kept 
on trucking.” And here they are, more than 
a decade later, on fire in a really good way. 
X-PLO Firearms and Ammo, their retail gun 
and ammo store, has been open about 18 
months. Barber said the business gives our 
large law enforcement population and hunt-
ers a local place to purchase guns, ammo 
and supplies at reasonable prices. She has 
big dreams of turning the small shop into an 
inviting lodge-like deli with rocking chairs 
on the front porch and a fireplace inside. 

Making diversity a key component of their 
success, the sister’s list of business ventures 
continues to grow. From self-storage to porta-
ble storage, a U-Haul franchise, commercial 
warehousing, trucking, pick and pack, explo-
sive brokering and storage, and now guns 
and ammo retail, these smart, tough women 
do it all. 

X-PLO 
1080 Military Turnpike 
Plattsburgh, NY 12901
518 561-7810
www.x-plo.com

Call Us For All Of Your Real Estate Needs 
 

OFFICE • INDUSTRIAL • RETAIL • MULTIFAMILY  
 DEVELOPMENT • PROPERTY MANAGEMENT  

176 US Oval | Plattsburgh, NY 12903 | 324.4500 | FesetteCommercial.com 

For More Info Call Neil Fesette 518.726.0149 

Knowledge, professionalism,  
and continued training make us  

the most qualified real estate  
specialists in the North Country.  

Trust us for all of your commercial 
real estate needs. 

35,000 SF light manufacturing/distribution/warehouse on 4.5 +/- Acres. 
Conveniently located near I-87 & Plattsburgh International Airport. 

Features 480v 3-phase electric, 2 loading docks, sprinkler system, natural gas heat. 

Call today for a quote on your 
next printing/mailing project!

12 Nepco Way, Plattsburgh, NY 12903

518.324.5135
customerservice@neprintsolutions.com

Brochures ■  Business Cards ■  Flyers

Posters ■  Vinyl Banners ■  Notepads

Letterhead ■  Envelopes ■  NCR Forms

Direct Mail & Personalization

Graphic Design 
Services Available!

Scan the QR code 
to check out our 

new website!

Your new solution
for anything print.

NortheastPrint
Solutions

Check out our new website at www.neprintsolutions.com
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JULIE HUTTIG, OWNER OF HUTTIG NISSAN 
PLATTSBURGH, NY

F E AT U R E
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By Julie Canepa 
Photo By Ty Kretser

The automotive industry may be an unconventional place for 
women, but it’s an industry in which Julie Huttig is perfectly 
at home. Originally from Minneapolis, MN she graduated 

from the College of St. Benedict with a degree in both English and 
Business. Finding a job in her home state after graduation proved 
challenging. A friend told her of a Service District Manager posi-
tion with Chrysler in Syracuse, NY. She interviewed, got the job and 
a lifelong career in the industry began.

That first job led Huttig to a second territory in the Adirondacks, 
where she met her husband, George. “Moving to Elizabethtown 28 
years ago was, well, quiet. But raising our family, interacting with 
people that genuinely care about you, your kids and your business 
has made it the best thing I could have ever done.” said Huttig. She 
joined George’s family business, Adirondack Auto Service and in 
1999 they opened Adirondack Chevrolet Buick with Julie as the gen-
eral manager. In 2004, their hat trick in E’town was complete with 
the opening of a NAPA Auto Parts store. A new NAPA anchor store 
is slated to open in Plattsburgh this spring, expanding their auto-
motive parts and service dynasty.

With a stellar reputation and a great customer base in the North 
Country, the purchase of the Nissan dealership in Plattsburgh in July 
of 2015 seemed like kismet. “We always had our eye out for an import 
brand if it were to become available,” said Huttig. She retained the 
dealership’s excellent staff, moved in, filled the parking lot with vehi-
cles, and has been hitting all the sales numbers required by Nissan. 
“It’s a great product: good quality, good value,” she explained. 

Julie Huttig likes being her own boss. She understands that reputa-
tion is everything in the automobile industry and knows that it is 
the one thing on which you cannot compromise. With fair prices, 
no stress negotiating and a service policy that will always make it 
right, she should be the boss for a long while to come. 

FOLLOWING ARE EXCERPTS FROM SB’S INTERVIEW WITH 
JULIE HUTTIG:

The best advice I ever received: During a leadership training 
session a mentor of mine told me, “Everybody you come in contact 
with has something going on in their lives that requires empathy 
and understanding. Every employee or customer has a ‘deal’.” My 
husband, George, has always lived with the adage, “Nothing hap-
pens until you sell something.” In the automobile and parts business 
that certainly rings true.

One lesson I learned the hard way: It goes hand in hand with 
the best advice I ever received. Early in my career, there were times 
that I didn’t really sit and listen to people, and I may have jumped 
to the wrong conclusions. Now I take my time and really try to con-
nect with what someone is trying to tell me.

My mission: In both the Nissan dealership and the soon to open 
NAPA Auto Parts of Plattsburgh, my hope is to establish a trust-
ing relationship with our customers and provide customer service 
that exceeds their expectations. If there are times when that doesn’t 
happen, we will do everything in our power to do the right thing. 

My real job description: It is different every day. I work hard and 
I am not afraid of doing what needs to be done. Everything from 
selling a vehicle, washing it if needed, taking out garbage, work-
ing with employees on our processes, building shelving at NAPA, 
sweeping the floors, I really don’t care. I have an unbelievable staff 
that makes my job easy. They are kind, smart, hardworking and fun. 
That’s important.

My advice: For any woman or man, to pursue any career, automo-
tive related or not, is to work harder than anyone else, be willing to 
listen and learn from seasoned employees and know that you don’t 
know everything.

My strengths: I believe I am fair, honest, sincere, fun, tough, happy, 
grateful, and passionate about what I do.

Changing with the industry: When I started with Chrysler 30 
years ago, fuel injection was just coming on the scene. Vehicles were 
still carbureted and had plenty of driveability issues. I don’t have to 
tell anyone how technology in automobiles today surpasses any-
thing we could have imagined back then. All manufacturers provide 
plenty of training for sales and service personnel and it is impera-
tive to keep up with it. And when all else fails and I don’t understand 
something, I ask my sons.

Advantages of doing business in the North Country: I find 
the women that I have working for me are very strong, and they 
have such respect for all of our employees. They are compassion-
ate, funny, motivated, and keep the men in line. Actually, the men 
are pretty exceptional, too. There is such a kindness in the North 
Country, and people really believe that it is important to do the right 
thing and be your best you. 

Huttig Nissan
4670 US 9 South
Plattsburgh, NY 12901
518 561-1210
www.huttignissan.com

Julie Huttig likes being her own boss. She understands 
that reputation is everything in the automobile industry 
and knows that it is the one thing on which you cannot 
compromise. 

J U L I E  H U T T I G
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POLICE OFFICER, PLATTSBURGH, NY

F E AT U R E



Knowing a lot 
of people in 
the area and 
having a strong 
sense of the 
community is 
really helpful for 
our job. You’re 
actively making 
the place you 
live a better 
place.

By Allie Racette 
Photo by Ty Kretser

Christine Labombard’s mother and 
father both served in the Air Force, 
a cousin was in the Army, and an 

uncle worked as a sheriff ’s deputy in Texas, so 
it only made sense for her to become a police 
officer. “Law enforcement is something I’ve 
always been around,” she explained. “It was 
a natural step for me.” When asked why she 
chose local law enforcement over the mili-
tary, Labombard cited her desire to be near 
her family, her love of the Plattsburgh area 
and her desire to go to college. 

Labombard has spent her entire life in the 
North Country. She went to Beekmantown 
Central School, then to Clinton Community 
College for two years before finishing her 
Criminal Justice degree at SUNY Plattsburgh. 
Then she began the lengthy process of pur-
suing a career in law enforcement. “I took 
every test imaginable,” she said. “I took 
border patrol, court officer, state trooper—
everything. It’s hard—a lot of people go into 
the field, so it’s very hard to get your foot in 
the door. You need to do well on the tests 
and then do well on the follow-up and hope 
that they’re still hiring by the time they get 
to your name on the list.” 

In April of 2015, Labombard's hard work paid 
off when she was hired by the Plattsburgh 
City Police Department. She spent April 
through August working in the dispatch cen-
ter at the station, then started at the Zone 9 
Training Academy at the end of August. On 
February fifth Labombard graduated from 
the Academy, and has been on the road with 
field training officers ever since. 

“Hopefully in May,” she said, “I’ll be cut loose, 
driving by myself and ready to go.”

EXCERPTS FROM SB’S INTERVIEW 
WITH CHRISTINE LABOMBARD:

When I’m not in uniform: “I like to make 
jewelry and I like to ride horseback. I used 
to do horse shows.”

People wouldn’t guess that: “I’m a major 
X-Files nerd. I love Dana Scully. I’m not going 
to go so far as to say she inspired me to be a 
police officer, but I definitely love her. They’re 
going to rag on me at work for that.”

The best advice I’ve ever received: “Make 
sure everything at home is straight and taken 
care of. That way when you get to work, you 
can take care of your family at work.” 

My advice to aspiring officers: 

1. “Stay physically active, because the acad-
emy is no joke.”

2. “Get a degree, because it’s a long waiting 
period. Have a back-up plan, but don’t give 
up on your dream. It just takes time.”

3. “Stay out of trouble. Make good decisions. 
Surround yourself with good people that 
won’t influence you in bad ways.”

4. “Keep in touch with family and friends. 
Have a good support system. When you do get 
hired, there’s going to be a lot of stress. Have 
a good safety net to help you through that.”

Why I love my department: “I’ve been 
really lucky. My department is excellent. 
Everyone is super supportive. Everyone is 
eager to share what they know with you. 
They want you to succeed. They give you 
the best pieces of themselves, and when you 
go from training officer to training officer 
you take bits and pieces from everyone and 
you mold into your own police officer. Also, 
I like the Plattsburgh Police Department 
because we handle such a variety of things. 
We do traffic, we do DWIs, we do domestics, 
we go to aided calls with the ambulance. I 
like the range of calls we respond to.”

C H R I S T I N E  L A B O M B A R D
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" Knowing a lot of people in the 
area and having a strong sense of 
the community is really helpful for 
our job. You’re actively making the 
place you live a better place.”

Call or email today to schedule your FREE estimate!
(518) 324-4622 • sherrie@northcountrycleaners.com

northcountrycleaners.com

10% OFF
1st month with one year 

contract with 
Coupon Code SB10

“The Cleaning Specialists”

Superior Services, Affordable 
Rates and Quality Assurance for

Commercial and 
Industrial Properties 

NYS WBE 
Certified

You’ve Got Big Plans For Your Business...
We’ve Got The Team To Help You

Tim Kononan
VP of  Commerical Lending

Lisa Roberts
SVP of  Commercial Lending

Edward Finnerty
VP/Legal Counsel

Just like you, our business started in the North Country, and 
we’re still headquarted here today. 

We’ve got the most experienced lending team in 
Plattsburgh.  They understand the unique needs of  the 
Champlain Valley, and want to help your business grow and 
succeed. 

Call us today, and let’s work together to achieve your goals.

www.champlainbank.com

Plattsburgh
562-1785 or 561-6000 

ChamplainNationalBank

My favorite thing about the Plattsburgh 
area: “I have a lot of community contacts. 
I worked at Pizza Bono for years and years 
and years. Knowing a lot of people in the 
area and having a strong sense of the com-
munity is really helpful for our job. You’re 
actively making the place you live a bet-
ter place.”

Day shift or night shift?: “Nights are fun. 
There’s a lot of action. You get into larger 
scale emergency response complaints. But 
days are cool. I like days because you get 
more of the investigative aspects, where you 
can follow up on leads, go to businesses and 
check videos.”

The truth about police officers and  
coffee is: “Days you drink coffee; nights 
you hit the Red Bull.” 

Champlain Valley Electric Supply Co., Inc.
Where we can design 

your home around 
our lighting!

118 Hammond Lane, Plattsburgh, NY 12901  •  518.561.8585  •  www.champlainvalleyelectric.com

Lighting & Home Design Showroom
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www.onemedspa.com



JEFFREY  
NORTON
KINDERGARTEN TEACHER, ROUSES POINT ELEMENTARY, 
NORTHEASTERN CLINTON CENTRAL SCHOOL DISTRICT
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According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor statistics, 
in 2014, a mere 2.8% of preschool and kindergar-
ten teachers were men. As you scan the grid, the 

percentage of male teachers increases in elementary and 
middle school (19.1%), and peaks in high school (43%). 
Although he is aware of the statistics, Jeffrey Norton sees 
nothing unusual about being a male teacher in a kinder-
garten classroom.

“When I began at Rouses Point six years ago,” Norton 
explained, “there were male first grade, physical edu-
cation and music teachers, a male librarian, and a male 
principal. There was also another male kindergarten 
teacher for many years who only recently retired.” When 
it comes to creating trusting bonds that foster a safe learn-
ing environment, Norton said, “I feel it goes two ways. 
Some kids connect with me immediately, others are shy 
and reserved. I think this is how it usually goes—regard-
less of the teacher’s gender.” 

Norton has found, however, that being male in a district 
where a significant number of students do not have a day-
to-day male presence in their lives can be an advantage. 
“Some kids seem to take a male presence more seriously. 
While I can be firm, and expect a lot of independence, I 
try to balance that with positive expressions that show I 
care. I show them it is OK for men to be gentle and show 
feelings while still being strong and getting a job done.”

Do his students arrive with gender bias? “Sometimes we 
have conversations about why pink is not just a ‘girl’ color, 
but in general, they’re so innocent. They don’t worry about 
what boys and girls are ‘supposed’ to do. The best con-
versations we have are about what they want to be when 
they grow up. Their choices range from the very practical 
to the fantastic, but none of them is focused on gender. 
In general, my lessons are about building good people. 
Anything character-based is a huge focus. This is what 
neutralizes gender bias.”

In addition to teaching kindergarten, Norton works with 
older students by coaching JV Basketball and Varsity 
Baseball. He referees high-school soccer games, and is 
advisor to Rouses Point Elementary school’s fourth and 
fifth grade Kiwanis, a club that organizes community 
service projects such as the Big Change Roundup. “It’s 
an interesting balance,” said Norton. “I get to see kids of 
all ages—it gives me a great perspective. I can see their 
whole personal development. It helps me avoid the tunnel 
vision that can come from working with one age group.” 

FOLLOWING ARE EXCERPTS FROM SB’S 
INTERVIEW WITH JEFF NORTON:

Favorite thing about the job: The emotional, social 
and academic growth you see in the students from day 
one to graduation. It is awesome to see how their charac-
ter develops and independence increases throughout the 
school year. Now that I am in my sixth year in this dis-
trict, my first group of kindergarten students are strong, 
confident fifth graders!

Biggest influence: Working at the YMCA, and later, 
Camp Jericho. I was a Biology major at SUNY Plattsburgh 
when one of my best buddies convinced me to apply for 
a job in the Before and After Care Program. The experi-
ences I had working with young children helped me decide 
to get a Master’s degree in Early Childhood education. 
I continue to spend summers at Camp Jericho, and will 
be going into my eleventh season this year. (Norton is 
also going into his eighth year with the NCCS Outdoor 
Education program based at Camp Overlook, a 4-H camp 
in Mountain View, NY.)

Best advice: Communicate with parents. If they know 
their kids are #1 with you, they will support and reinforce, 
at home, what their children are doing in the classroom. 
The students and I invite the family into the educational 
process by hosting family oriented events such as Family 
Fun Night, a Harvest Dinner and a winter picnic. 

Most interesting moment on the job: Three years 
ago, I found myself short of help on Family Fun Night. 
“I cancelled baseball practice and told the team they had 
to volunteer. I had a bunch of high-school boys running 
the games, a “pretty cool experience” they said. The ele-
mentary students treated them like rock stars. It went so 
well, the team has been asking me for the last two years 
to go back! 

By Karen Bouvier 
Photo by Ty Kretser

When it comes to creating trusting bonds that 
foster a safe learning environment, Norton said, 
“I feel it goes two ways. Some kids connect with 
me immediately, others are shy and reserved. I 
think this is how it usually goes—regardless of 
the teacher’s gender.” 

J E F F R E Y  N O R TO N
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OPTICIAN AND CO-OWNER OF THE SPECTACLE SHOPPE  
PLATTSBURGH, NY AND MALONE, NY
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By Julie Canepa 
Photo by Ty Kretser

When Dr. Gretchen Ryder’s father, Herb, attended Erie Technical College to become an 
optician in the 1960’s there were not many women in his class. Fast forward to the 21st 
century, where a 2014 report by IBIS World ranks optometry as one of the top six indus-

tries for women. 

Ryder’s business, The Spectacle Shoppe, is a small, family-run eye care and eye wear business started 
by her parents, Herb and Carol Ryder, in 1968. They were later joined in the business by her brother, 
Tom, who is an optician and her business partner. After obtaining a Bachelor of Science degree at Le 
Moyne College, Ryder had a decision to make. “I wanted to be in the medical field and was unsure 
which direction to go,” she explained. The thought of joining the family business was ever-present. 
She decided to pursue optometry, attending SUNY College of Optometry in New York City and then 
joined her family after graduating in 1993. “Our family has been practicing in the North Country for 
almost fifty years,” she said. 

Although she enjoyed obtaining her degree in a big city, Ryder is glad she returned home to the 
Adirondacks. “It is a beautiful place to live. I loved growing up in the North Country and wanted 
to return. Plattsburgh is a great place to raise a family. We love the mountains, skiing and hiking, 
the lake and all the area has to offer,” she said. 

The legacy begun by her parents lives on through the decision to retain the original business name 
with its Olde English spelling. Antique fixtures from the original location on Cornelia Street are 
found throughout the office and showroom, which relocated to the Tom Miller Road in the late 
1990’s. Customers who knew her parents drop in regularly with a story or fond memory from the 
past and Ryder and her brother, continue to care for generations of North Country families. “I 
couldn’t do this without my brother; we work really well together. We are fortunate to have loyal 
and trusted staff members in Cheryl Dixon in our Plattsburgh office and Tammy Fleury who works 
in our satellite office in Malone, NY. Dr. Ryder or Dr. Gretchen as she is more informally known, 
added, “I am blessed to have worked with my family.”

FOLLOWING ARE EXCERPTS FOR SB’S INTERVIEW WITH DR. GRETCHEN RYDER:

My mission: To make my patients feel like they are family, that they are not a number. We really 
take time to get to know them, talk to them and make them feel comfortable. I get to know their 
hobbies, what they do for work. in order to give them the best care.

Best advice: My parents always said that with hard work and determination you could be and do 
anything. They encouraged me to go after my dreams and I try to instill the same in my own children.

My strengths: I really care deeply about my patients. I enjoy talking with them and getting to know 
them as well as helping them with their vision needs. I am always caring, compassionate and friendly.

SMALLER  IS 

BETTER
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Meet the 
ETS Team

My real job description: As a small busi-
ness owner you wear so many hats. In 
addition to caring for my patients, some days 
I may be answering the phone and sched-
uling patients while my brother is outside 
shoveling snow! 

Tools of the Trade: The phoropter, or 
refractor, is the space age looking device used 
to determine a patient’s prescription. The slit 
lamp is a microscope used to check the health 
of the cornea, eye pressure and to check for 
cataracts and glaucoma. Often an eye exam 
can be the first indication of more serious 
health problems in a patient like diabetes 
or even heart disease. A common response 
to the headset Ryder must wear to examine 
the back of the eye after dilation, “Are you 
going into the mines?”

Changes in the industry: The field of 
optometry has slowly changed from a profes-
sion which provided eyeglasses and contact 
lenses to a profession that is now more 
primary eye care. We still do those same 
things, but we also treat and diagnose eye 
disease. I stay current in my field through 
memberships in the American Optometric 
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New York State Certified Woman 
Business Enterprise 

 
Professional Consulting Services 

 
 Alexandra L. Barie  

Alex@cdcrealestate.com 
30 Bridge Road Rouses Point, NY 12979 

www.barieandcompany.com 518-420-2487 

Association (AOA) and the New York State 
Optometric Association (NYSOA). I attend 
continuing education conferences yearly, read 
trade journals and keep in touch with col-
leagues. I give credit to my brother, Tom, for 
successfully navigating the myriad changes 
the insurance industry has brought to our 
small business.

Favorite thing about being in business 
in the North Country: I love having a small 
practice in a small town. We can schedule 
appointments and take the necessary time 
with each person in a way that we might 
not be able to if we were a larger practice. 
The people we meet are great. So many have 
started out as patients and over time they 
have become dear friends. 

The Spectacle Shoppe
224 Tom Miller Road
Plattsburgh, NY 12901
518 561-7170

457 East Main Street
Malone, NY 12953
518 483-8066
www.spectacleshoppe.net



DETERMINATION 
LEADS TO SUCCESS
By Gordie Little
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Dr. Elena Boland is a colorectal surgeon at the University 
of Vermont Health Network Champlain Valley Physicians 
Hospital. Arriving in the North Country in 2013, she said it 

was love at first sight and she now considers this her home. Dreams 
of becoming a doctor brought her thousands of miles from her birth 
country to Plattsburgh. She credits perseverance and hard work 
with helping her remain focused on achieving those goals. Boland 
is married, has two small children and juggles an extremely busy 
medical career with raising a family and enjoying the quality of 
life this region offers.

FOLLOWING ARE EXCERPTS FROM SB’S INTERVIEW 
WITH DR. BOLAND:

Background:

I was born in Minsk, Belarus. My parents were engineers and we 
moved to Israel when I was 12. I finished high school there and we 
moved to Skokie, Illinois, a Chicago suburb, in 1997 when I was 
18. I remained there until 2006. 

I began college at Oakland Community College, transferred after 
two years to Northwestern University and graduated with a Bachelor 
of Arts degree in Psychology. Next was Rush Medical College in 
Chicago. I did my residency at the General Surgery University of 
Nebraska Medical Center in Omaha and my fellowship for colorec-
tal surgery at the Greater Baltimore Medical Center in Towson, 
Maryland. 

You speak English with almost no accent at all.

My native language is Russian, but I have no accent, partly because 
my parents placed me in an English school in second grade and I 
learned that language from an early age. I later learned to speak 
Hebrew in Israel. For me, it was always total immersion in the lan-
guages. I didn’t have to rely on learning them from a book.

What do you think of this theme, “The New Normal?” 

To me, that was never an issue. Even as a small child. In Russia, 
women worked. My mom and many female relatives were engineers. 
Everybody was a scientist or something in a related field. I never 
witnessed the model of a woman remaining in the home as I grew 
up. There was subsidized child care. You went to school and never 
considered gender issues or differences as far as either one being 
favored in or outside the home. It was the same in Israel. Everyone 
has to serve in the military and women do many jobs. It took me a 
few years in America to figure out there was a gender difference in 
education and the work place. I was actually very surprised when 
I came to that realization.

Do you feel male competition in your field?

We have three female surgeons in this office and one across the hall in 
plastic surgery. I agree this isn’t a typical set up. If you go to larger aca-
demic centers, you will often find the chairman and people in academia 
are most likely males. There are still fewer females in some positions.

There are only a handful of women department heads across the 
country. At the top, as far as surgeons go, it is still pretty much 
male dominated. However, coming up through the ranks, medical 
schools now have a higher percentage of females. It’s probably never 
going to be equal because women don’t necessarily want to dedicate 
that much time. Many are not willing to work 100 hours a week.

What was your impetus to go into surgery in the first place?

I didn’t want to go into surgery at first, but by the third year of med-
ical school, we started doing clinical rotations. My first rotation 
was surgery because I wanted to get it out of the way. I thought I 
was going to be a psychiatrist or primary care doctor. As it turned 
out, I loved surgery. It was very hard, but I was driven. By the fourth 
year, I realized that’s what I wanted. It felt important for me to do 
concrete things with my hands where it made a difference. Without 
doing surgery, I didn’t get that kind of satisfaction.

Were there naysayers?

There were a few who said I couldn’t or shouldn’t do it. They were 
mostly non-surgeons who said it was too hard or, why would you 
want to do that? But, none of them intimated it was too difficult 
for a woman. Among the surgeons, some hinted I should be cau-
tious about spending so much of my youth in training.

What do you consider your strengths?

Once I have a goal in sight, I’m determined to get there. I feel as 
though I’m forever a student, learning and doing my best.

Do you have any words of wisdom for young people?

If you really want something, don’t take no for an answer. Learn 
your strengths and weaknesses. Use your strengths to get where 
you need to go. Work on your weaknesses to get better. If some-
thing has never been done before, it doesn’t matter. I’m the first 
doctor in my family.

What pleases you as you end a day in the operating room?

I’m satisfied that I have had a direct impact on people’s lives. It’s 
a meaningful job and it feels good. Sometimes you do the perfect 
job; other times, things don’t go so well. It’s humbling. I try always 
to care and to do my very best. 

Dr. Elena Boland
214 Cornelia Street, Suite 102
Plattsburgh, NY 12901
518 561-6410

D R .  E L E N A  B O L A N D

DR. ELENA BOLAND, COLORECTAL SURGEON, 
UNIVERSITY OF VERMONT HEALTH NETWORK CHAMPLAIN VALLEY PHYSICIAN'S HOSPITAL, 
PLATTSBURGH, NY
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By Michelle St.Onge 
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BREAKING THE STEREOTYPES
Current Position: Dean and Professor of Management,  
School of Business and Economics at SUNY Plattsburgh

Hometown: Bridgeport, CT

Family: Husband Carl Walters, sons Ethan (11) and Noah (9), daughter 
Emily (6).

Education: BS Chemistry; MBA, University of New Haven; PhD 
Management, University of Connecticut

Community involvement: Advisory boards for the Office of Diversity 
and Community Partnership at Harvard Medical School and the Gender 
and Diversity in Organizations division of the Academy of Management; 
Keynote speaker for North Country Chamber of Commerce Celebration 
of Women in Business event.

Dr. Ortiz-Walters and her family joined the Plattsburgh community in June 2015, 
when she stepped into her leadership role at the School of Business and Economics 
at SUNY Plattsburgh. While moving far away from her home in Connecticut with 
a young family certainly wasn’t easy, Dr. Ortiz-Walters was overcome by the North 
Country’s hospitality. “I am so thankful to the community and to SUNY Plattsburgh,” 
she explained, “I have felt completely welcomed here from the very beginning. The peo-
ple here helped to make me feel like an insider much faster than I thought.” Before 
coming to Plattsburgh Ortiz-Walters worked for Quinnipiac University in Connecticut 
where she spent 11 years moving up the faculty ranks from assistant professor to  
professor and department chair of the Management department. 

She began her early career as a chemist, but always had an innate curiosity about 
how people interact. While studying for her MBA she discovered how to integrate her 
passion with her work. With a blend of organizational behavior in business and a 
hardcore science background, she relates equally well to both the “soft” and quantita-
tive sides of the business world. 

Dr. Ortiz-Walters has had to overcome many obstacles beginning with her inner 
city upbringing. Along the way, her experiences have motivated her to continue to 
find ways to clear the path to success and make it more equitable and attainable for 
future generations of women and underrepresented racial minorities.

DR. ROWENA  
ORTIZ-WALTERS
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SB: Your first degree was in chemistry. How did you get 
into business?

ROW: I never thought about business in the beginning. Coming out 
of high school I was an overachiever who liked science and math. 
After working a few years as a chemist I noticed that a lot of young 
chemists were going out and getting MBA’s. They were thinking 
long term, keeping themselves relevant, and I decided I should too. 
Studying for my MBA gave me exposure to the field of organizational 
behavior. It looked at how people interact, and how that impacts 
group dynamics, employee morale and the performance of an orga-
nization. It wasn’t that I didn’t like chemistry; it was more that I fell 
in love with business.

SB: What are some important lessons you learned early in 
your career?

ROW: I made a mistake early on that taught me how important it 
is to consider timing when you are making decisions. For any deci-
sion from when you’re going to have kids, to when to give feedback 
to an employee, to when you’re going to ask for something, timing 
is an important piece of the decision making process. Sometimes we 
are so focused on the process of asking, that we forget that there are 
better times than others to do it. I think it is a subtlety that a lot of 
people forget. As a young person you are often trying to be a go-get-
ter and show initiative. Slow down and don’t jump the gun too early.

SB: What qualities do you believe are necessary for 
success?

ROW: The quality that has gotten me to where I am is persistence. 
There is no substitute for grit. That, and having a strong work ethic 
are very important.

SB: Where did you get your grit?

ROW: I grew up in the inner city. It was unstable economically; it 
was unstable in terms of the neighborhood with people constantly 
moving in and out. When there is no money, you need to learn to 
be creative to survive. When your friends are no longer there, you 
have to learn to make new friends. I think some part of grit is also 
inherent in who you are. If you have challenges in your life, which I 
definitely have had, that exercises your grit. Also, when a challenge 
comes to you, you have to make a conscious decision about whether 
you want to wallow in it, or do you want to change. When there is a 
fork in the road, you have to make a choice. I choose change.

SB: What is something no one would guess about you?

ROW: We have a very unconventional family. My husband stays 
home and homeschools our three children. My husbands’ back-
ground was in elementary education. It was he who initiated our 
conversations about homeschooling. I really knew nothing about it. 
Since I was always so focused on my career, it was all his doing to 
take this on. He is wonderful with the kids, and we are very blessed 
to be able to do this.

SB: What are you most proud of professionally?

ROW: Being a first generation college student and beating the odds. 
And still today, no one in my family has a college degree. 

SB: How did you overcome the odds so successfully?

ROW: I have always had an interest in learning. Having grown up 
in an environment where there was so much instability, I made the 
conscious decision that this was not how I wanted to live when I 
grew up. I’ve always been a bookworm, and I think that was part of 
a strategy growing up. If you think about being a young person in 
an inner city where there is chaos and violence, being a bookworm 
can be a kind of protection.

SB: What aspect of your work drives you?

ROW: Before I came to SUNY Plattsburgh, I founded and directed 
the Center for Women and Business at Quinnipiac University. My 
personal mission is to empower women economically. Being able 
to have the money behind you allows you so many opportunities to 
do the things you want to do without having to rely on anyone else. 
Educational empowerment is important as well. Part of my life’s 
purpose is to serve others. It is especially important for me to be an 
active advocate on women’s behalf.

SB: What advice would you offer someone just starting out 
in their career?

ROW: First, observe a lot. You can learn a lot by watching how things 
are done in your company. Watching the dynamic between people, 
you can see what works and what doesn’t work. You can sit back and 
take it all in, even when you are right there in the middle of it. You 
always want to be assessing the situation. 

Second, develop a diverse network and commit to a habit early on to 
stay connected with people even if you don’t need them. You never 
know when opportunities are going to arise. It does take discipline, 
but it is worth it to stay connected in a systematic way.

Third, create a yearly professional development budget, and invest 
in yourself and your career. We budget for rent, and for food, but we 
don’t always put money in our budget for professional development. 

SB: What inspires you?

ROW: My children. Particularly for my daughter Emily, I want her to 
have a different future available to her when she gets into the work-
place. I really thrive on improving things, and doing good. Anything 
dealing with creativity and innovation excites me. I would like to fig-
ure out ways that the North Country could make greater use of our 
students. For example, regional economic development is a challenge. 
Our students are full of energy and full of ideas. 
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By Julie Canepa 
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In 1972, the Reform movement of 
Judaism ordained its first female rabbi, 
an American, named Sally Priesand. 

Kari Tuling of Congregation Beth Israel in 
Plattsburgh, New York is an ordained rabbi 
in the same movement and gives an update 
on how times have changed. “The Hebrew 
Union College - Jewish Institute of Religion 
is the seminary for Reform Judaism, the most 
liberal form of Judaism. It has been ordaining 
men and women more or less in equal num-
bers since the 1990’s. Within my lifetime, half 
of all rabbis in the Reform movement will be 
female. We’re almost there now.”

Originally from Southern California, Tuling 
explains how she found her way to the 
rabbinate. “I was volunteering in my con-
gregation, which I loved, and working in a 
career I disliked. It occurred to me, rather 
suddenly, that I could change this situation.”  
She received her ordination in Cincinnati in 
2004 and using the rabbinical placement ser-
vice, she served as rabbi in a congregation in 
Middletown, Ohio. 

Tuling arrived in Plattsburgh in July of 
2012 as the sixth female rabbi to serve the 
local congregation. She earned her Ph. D in 
Jewish Thought in 2013. She is also the Jewish 
Chaplain, Hillel Co-Advisor and an Adjunct 
Instructor at SUNY Plattsburgh. 

BALANCING  
THE SCALES

FOLLOWING ARE EXCERPTS FROM 
SB’S INTERVIEW WITH RABBI KARI 
TULING:

Tools of the trade: A prayer shawl, a rabbi’s 
manual, a set of prayer books, and a library 
of Jewish books.

Favorite thing about being a rabbi in the 
North Country: I really like that the con-
gregation is very supportive of one another 
and will show up to help those in need. We 
are a bit isolated here, so it’s great that con-
gregants do not have to face a death, a crisis 
or an illness alone.

Lesson learned the hard way: Not every 
situation can be fixed. It’s easy to keep hop-
ing that a relationship will improve, but that 
is not always possible.

Best advice: The best advice I received when 
I moved here was to take up a winter sport. 
My friend said I’d be glad when it snowed, 
and sad when the spring arrived. As a result of 
that advice, I discovered that I love snowshoe-
ing. And it’s true. I always want more snow.

My real job description: Be there, in body 
and spirit, when someone is in need of a car-
ing presence in their lives.

Community involvement: I am the imme-
diate past president of the Interfaith Council 
of Clinton County, which also runs the 
Interfaith Food Shelf. I am also the Vice 
President of Membership of the Women’s 
Rabbinic Network, which advocates on behalf 
of female rabbis.

“The Hebrew 
Union College - 
Jewish Institute 
of Religion is 
the seminary 
for Reform 
Judaism, the 
most lib-
eral form of 
Judaism. It has 
been ordaining 
men and women 
more or less in 
equal num-
bers since the 
1990’s. Within 
my lifetime, half 
of all rabbis 
in the Reform 
movement 
will be female. 
We’re almost 
there now.”

F E AT U R E
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R. DESO INC. NYS Approved Plant
Septic Tanks - Dry Wells

Retaining Wall Blocks
Dock Anchors

Sand, Stone & More

CHAMPLAIN, NY

298-8411

Ready-Mix Concrete

R. DESO 
INC.

P E R S O N A L    B U S I N E S S    W E A L T H

Craig Stevens, Ron Bacon, Amy Downey, Paul Connelly

FOLLOW US

We’re ranked top 10 in the nation 
for financial strength!

COB_North area Comm Lenders_FORBES_Strictly business_4.95x7.5_4c_March 2016

Member FDIC

We’re thrilled to be on Forbes’ 
2016 list of the nation’s best-
performing banks. So, when  
you need to find the best 
financial solution for your 
business, you know who to call. 

CBNAbusinessbanking.com

Craig Stevens 518-891-3817  
Ron Bacon 315-456-9173 
Amy Downey 518-561-0086  
Paul Connelly 518-561-0086

Community Bank, N.A.’s parent company, Community Bank System, Inc., was ranked as the 8th-best bank in a listing of the 
Best and Worst Banks in America according to Forbes magazine.

My strengths: I do my work with honesty 
and integrity, with the full attention of my 
intellect and the deepest sincerity of my heart.

What would people never guess about 
you? I can be shy. I am both an introvert 
and an extrovert all at once — I love talk-
ing to everyone in the room, but I also need 
time alone.

How I stay current in my field: I am 
of ten ca l led upon to teach about the 
nation-state of Israel, yet the situation 
in Israel keeps changing and evolving. 
Regular trips to Israel help me stay cur-
rent. Also, I preach on a weekly basis, so 
it is necessary to keep studying and learn-
ing to make sure that my material does not 
go stale. I find that it is very important to 
be eternally curious.

Advice for women pursuing the same 
career: It can be tough to be a female rabbi, 
because it’s very likely that you will expe-
rience sexism in the course of your career. 
People often assume that the experience of 
sexism is a bit like playing a sport where 
the referee is biased against you. It might be 
harder to score points, but you have a shot 
at being considered a part of the team. The 
reality is that sexism is more like being told 
by the coach (or the players or the fans) that 
you don’t actually belong on the field at all 
and should pack it up and go home. Sexists 
tend to attack your very competence and 
question your right to pursue what you do, 
so much so at times that you feel like you 
were foolish to think that you can play at all.

My advice to women pursuing the same 
career (or any other career) would be to 
resist that assessment of your skills. It is 
just sexism talking. If you have earned your 
ordination, then you have earned the right 
to be there, doing what you do. 

Temple Beth Israel
1 Bowman Street
Plattsburgh, NY 12901
518 563-3343
www.bethisraelplattsburgh.org
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&FRIENDS
By Kristin Cleveland
Photo by Ty Kretser

Ask a sampling of baby boomers whether they’ve 
ever had a female dentist and chances are many 
will say “No.”

Fifteen years ago, only 16 percent of dentists in the United 
States were women, according to the American Dental 
Association. Since then, their numbers have climbed 

at a steady rate, yet by 2015, women still made up only 28.9 
percent of dentists in the country.

Dr. Chi Vu and Dr. Martha Breyette of Lake View Dentistry 
in Plattsburgh, both saw that lopsided gender balance 
at their dental schools, where only about a third of the 
students were women. Vu earned her dental surgery 
degree from the Medical College at the University of 
Virginia in Richmond in 1994. She recalled having 
only one female instructor. 

Breyette earned her degree in 1997 at the University 
of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia, where she recalled 
a clinical professor who always assessed female 
students last. “He was always very fair in grading 
us, but in the clinic, my girlfriends and I would 
watch him go to all of the male students first 
before coming to evaluate our work. We just 
seemed to be put on a back burner.”

Both have been mistaken for hygienists. During 
her graduate residency, Vu recalls most people 
asking, “Are you here to clean my teeth? Am I 
going to see the doctor later?” Breyette heard, 
“Oh! You’re the doctor?” Sometimes that ‘Oh!’ 
was a little light bulb moment for patients.”

Vu began practicing in 1995, right out of den-
tal school. She moved to Plattsburgh from 
Virginia, where her parents and extended 
family still live, seeking a community that 
was close to her Canadian husband’s fam-
ily in Montreal. She joined another dentist’s 
practice, and in 2007, bought it.
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For Breyette, the North Country is home. She was born and raised here, with 
family in Saranac and Dannemora. Although she graduated from dental school 
in 1997, she left dentistry for a time and got to know Dr. Vu initially as a patient 
when both she and her daughter came to Vu for dental care. Their conversations 
about Breyette’s experience in dentistry played a part in Breyette’s return to the 
field. Four years ago, she joined Dr. Vu at Lake View.

While their practice may still be a statistical anomaly, breaking gender barriers doesn’t 
seem to phase Drs. Vu and Breyette—they’re both more interested in the 
day-to-day challenges and rewards of patient care. They see patients 
ranging in age from 3 to 85, a lot of them families—sometimes 
whole families at the same time. “Dr. Vu will see one spouse; 
I’ll see the other and the hygienists will be working on the 
kids,” said Breyette. “It’s a family practice.”

“The most positive feedback I’ve received is that I treat chil-
dren as if they were my own,” said Breyette. “We see a lot of 
children. We use different terminology, we use distraction 
techniques, we tell stories. I even sing (not that I’m on 
key) because it helps the process. I’ve had a lot of par-
ents say, ‘It’s nice to see someone so gentle and caring.’”

Biggest Influences: For Dr. Vu, it was 
her uncle and a childhood dentist. For Dr. 
Breyette, it was an undergraduate job shad-
owing experience—and Dr. Vu. 

At 12, Dr. Vu came to the United States as 
one of the boat people who fled her coun-
try after the Vietnam War. Her uncle 
was an employee of the U.S. govern-
ment, and after being evacuated from 
the country in 1975, he sponsored Vu 
and her aunt, who escaped by boat and 
traveled through Thailand to the U.S., 
leaving Vu’s parents and siblings behind. 
Vu’s uncle and aunt served as her foster 
parents during her teen and college years. 
When she became a U.S. citizen in 1992, 
she was able to sponsor her parents and 
siblings and bring them to the States—a 
process that took nearly nine years.
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Dr. Breyette always knew she wanted to do 
something in the medical field, she just didn’t 
know what. “When I was at St. Michael’s 
College, I shadowed both a female doctor and 
a female dentist, and I applied to both med-
ical and dental school.” She was accepted to 
both. But it was shadowing the female den-
tist that swayed her. 

Favorite Part of the Job: For Dr. Vu, it’s 
being able to relieve pain. “When someone 
comes in with a toothache and they can’t 
sleep, giving a treatment plan and watch-
ing it solve the problem—that’s rewarding. 
They can eat and sleep again. I like talking 
to them a few days later and hearing that 
they’re feeling better.” 

For Dr. Breyette, it’s the interaction. “You’re 
going to see multiple patients each day, and 
each one is different, so it’s always a chal-
lenge. You’re not sure if you’re going to be 
doing a filling or a crown or a root canal or 
an extraction, but for each one, you’re try-
ing to make sure the patient is comfortable. 
It’s just interacting with the people. The peo-
ple that I work with are my friends, too. And 
patients are so grateful.”
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7631 Route 9
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518-562-9956
Info@lakechamplainroofing.net

Commercial, Residential, Industrial. 
Call us today for ALL your roofing needs!!

Lake Champlain Roofing, LLC

Is Your Roof 
Ready 

for Spring?

Outside Interests: Family and balance 
play a big role in both dentists’ lives. Dr. 
Vu has two children, a son in college, and 
a daughter who will graduate from high 
school this year. “When I have time,” she 
emphasized, “I love going hiking and 
walking and reading.” She also enjoys the 
quiet of a small community, but loves hav-
ing access to the big city in Montreal.

Dr. Breyette volunteers for her daughter’s 
figure skating organization. “When I’m not 
carting my daughter around,” she said she’s 
found time to take up rock climbing and has 
joined a running group. Like Dr. Vu, she loves 
being outside. 

Tooth Fairy: Woman or man? 

“A woman, of course,” says Dr. Vu. “Yes,” 
agreed Dr. Breyette. “With beautiful pur-
ple wings.”

They would know. 

Lakeview Dentistry 
104 West Bay Plaza
Plattsburgh, NY 12901
518 563-8222 
www.lakeviewdentistrypllc.com

30 Bridge Rd. Suite 111 Rouses Point, NY 12979 
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3 phase power.  
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ONE MED SPA 
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A N D R E W  JA M E S

Although he worked in sales and mar-
keting from the age of 18, Andrew 
James was always drawn to the cre-

ative side of business. “I had a great level of 
respect for artists and how they create beauty 
and innovation with their incredible imagi-
nations and hard work,” he explained. 

James once worked weekends as a make-up 
artist for MAC Cosmetics, hoping to learn 
the fundamentals necessary to excel at the 
special effects make-up he loves. He never 
thought he would be working profession-
ally in the aesthetics field or in the medical 
field, but that’s where the road to his job as 
CEO of ONE Med Spa started. 

“When I was 27, I met Dr. Jonathan Beach 
of Beach Medical Services. He offered me a 
position to manage his medical practice and I 
found myself trying to talk him out of hiring 
me. I asked him to tell me why he believed I 
could do what he was asking. His response 
was something I had never heard from any 
other boss. He said, ‘I don’t need you to be a 
medical office manager. I don’t need you to 
have medical experience. I need someone I 
can trust and someone that I know will do 
whatever it takes to succeed’”. At that point, 
I knew I had to take the job.” 

The opening of ONE Med Spa in October 
2012 was James’ first major project as the 
manager of Beach Medical Services. Even 
though he had never worked in the medical 
field, his job was to create a medical spa out 
of thin air. “I was given a budget, direction, 
the basic services the office could provide, 
and tasked with finding a way to get clients 
in the door.” ONE Med Spa is the first, and 
only, physician-owned and operated medical-
grade spa in Plattsburgh. “It’s high end, but 
adorable,” James said of the business, “and 
no matter who you are, you can experience 
it and feel great about yourself.”

By Allie Racette 
Photo by Ty Kretser

FOLLOWING ARE EXCERPTS FROM SB’S INTERVIEW 
WITH ANDREW JAMES:

The mission of ONE Med Spa: “At first the mission was to provide 
high end, medical grade services at an affordable price. However, that 
statement alone cannot describe what we focus on each day for our 
clients. Our mission has evolved over time. Currently it is to make 
people feel great about themselves.”

My real job: “I consider myself a working CEO. I don’t have a huge 
office or a big, fancy desk. I’m down in the trenches with the rest of 
my team on a daily basis.”

My favorite things about being in business in Plattsburgh: 
“Plattsburgh has an amazing ability to nurture a small business. 
If the community embraces you as a business, that’s all you need.

“Plattsburgh, like many other small cities, has begun to focus on the 
niche markets. It is really open to offering specialty services to not 
only the local community, but also the tourists who pass through.

“The sense of community among business owners. Before opening 
ONE Med Spa, I never had the luxury of not competing with some-
one. I’ve really noticed support from other local business owners 
and I look at every opportunity as a way to share insights and to 
grow together.”

The best advice I’ve ever received: “Ask, ‘What can I do to help 
you?’ This has changed the way I manage. I was a young manager 
and the pressure of leading a large staff was really taking a toll on 
my attitude. I was productive as a manager, but I never realized that 
just because I had the title didn’t mean I had the right attitude. I 
ordered instead of asked. I lead by expectation and not by example. 
It took a hard realization on my part and a huge push in the right 
direction to change my approach and really learn to be a leader and 
not just a manager.”

My advice to others: “Do whatever makes you happy. Don’t let 
what one person or even a group of people perceive as normal stop 
you from achieving your goals. The only person that is affected by 
your regrets is you.” 

ONE Med Spa
79 Hammond Lane, Suite 11
Plattsburgh, NY 12901
518 324-6633
www.onemedspa.com

“ It’s high end, 
but adorable,” 
James said of 
the business, 
“and no matter 
who you are, 
you can experi-
ence it and feel 
great about 
yourself.”
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HEALTH NETWORK CHAMPLAIN 
VALLEY PHYSICIAN'S HOSPITAL, 
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Mike Recore is a 40-year-old nurse at The University of 
Vermont Health Network Champlain Valley Physician’s 
Hospital in Plattsburgh. His current position is Patient 

Case Coordinator. He is also a fire instructor with the New York 
State Office of Fire Prevention and Control, a volunteer fireman with 
the Morrisonville Fire Department and he coaches boys’ modified 
basketball for Saranac Central School. He has a Bachelor of Science 
degree in Biology from SUNY Plattsburgh and a nursing degree from 
Clinton Community College. 

Recore worked for Wyeth-Pfizer Pharmaceuticals in Chazy for 11 
years and was a research scientist when it closed. He then pursued a 
nursing career and took a job at the local medical center.

FOLLOWING ARE EXCERPTS FOR SB’S INTERVIEW WITH 
MIKE RECORE.

Did you ever feel bias when you decided on nursing and 
pursued that degree?

Not at all. Wyeth gave us the opportunity to continue our educa-
tion with expenses paid and nursing was something I had thought 
about. My aunt was a critical care nurse and I had been a volunteer 
fireman and Emergency Medical Technician. No one in school or 
at the Medical Center ever said anything about gender. There were 
male nurses when I was growing up, so I never thought of it. I felt as 
though there were good opportunities in the nursing field and knew 
male nurses. It never seemed strange to me. Many fire departments 
in this region have had female fire fighters and EMTs for some time.

What were your major influences growing up? 

My parents and grandparents always worked hard and instilled that 
ethic in my sister and me. The atmosphere was one of helping oth-
ers and we were taught to do things for neighbors. We weren’t just 
handed things. We had to earn them.

Why choose nursing as a career?

I was always intrigued by the health care field. I knew I wanted to 
help people. I followed my dad’s lead and became a volunteer fire-
man and EMT, then got certifications for teaching firefighter courses. 

Explain how your job as a nurse evolved into your  
present position.

I had been a floor nurse for some time and hoped for advancement. 
The Director of Patient Care Coordinators asked if I would consider 
a change. I applied, was interviewed and got this position. You’re 
called upon to act as a resource for people who have problems or 
complaints or emergency situations. Being in management gives me 
a much different perspective. I get to see the whole hospital rather 
than just the unit I was working on. 

It’s a very active job and I’m still fairly new at it, but I’m glad 
to have the opportunity to help people this way. We’re on the 
f loors, in the Emergency Room and anywhere we’re needed. We 
work with the nurses and help direct the resources where they 
can be best utilized. I consider it a promotion and a fine oppor-
tunity to move up.

Is there a big learning curve?

Nursing requires constant learning. This job is the same. You must go 
into it with a strong desire and passion for learning. No matter whether 
you are in direct contact with the patients or coordinating their care, 
things are always presenting themselves differently from the textbook.

Are you the only Patient Care Coordinator?

No. We have a staff with three full-timers in the position at present 
along with three per diem. 

Will you further your formal education?

Yes, I’ll be pursuing my Master’s degree so I can be ready for future 
opportunities. My theory is, go for it, attain it and have it. It’s just 
like putting money in the bank for later.

How can you do so many things outside your profession?

It goes back to the desire to help others and make the community 
better. If we didn’t have fire and ambulance services manned by vol-
unteers, where would we be? You give a little and it comes back to 
you and your children.

Do you have advice for people contemplating a  
nursing career?

Follow your dream. Focus on your goals. Nursing is not for every-
one. It’s a hard profession, but rewarding. Be sure you’re suited to 
it and willing to work harder than you ever imagined. Then, go 
for it. Remember, you are the person the patient looks to most. 
You’re in and out of the room all day. You’re the one both patient 
and doctor rely on to pick up on changes in condition. Don’t feel as 
though you have to compete with the other gender. I never did. 

I understand why some individuals might be 
intimidated as they take on a role traditionally held by 
the other gender. There are certainly fewer male nurses 
than female, but that had no play whatever in my 
decision. I see more and more males going through the 
area’s nursing programs these days.

M I K E  R E C O R E
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VISUAL CHANGES SALON 
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By Allie Racette and Mary Carpenter 
Photos by Ty Kretser

George Munson came to Plattsburgh fresh out of 
Austin’s Beauty School in Albany after being 
recruited by Regis Salon in the first Champlain 

Center mall (now the Lowe’s/Price Chopper Plaza). The 
year was 1975. Munson’s plan was to stay in Plattsburgh 
for a year or two, get some experience and then move on. 
Now, 41 years later, he’s still here. 

When asked how he got into hair dressing, Munson 
explained that his older sister, who was a hair dresser, was 
an early influence. However, his decision was ultimately 
made by process of elimination. “At nineteen,” he said, “I 
was at a crossroads. I didn’t want to go to college.” Munson 
needed to pick a trade, and his choices where he lived in 
Schenectady were slim—hair dressing, barbering or weld-
ing. Munson didn’t want to go into welding, and barbering 
just wasn’t creative enough for him. “I picked hairdressing. 
But it was more of an ‘I have nothing to lose’ kind of thing.” 

Munson worked for Regis for four years, then moved to 
another salon. In 1987, he opened his own salon—Visual 
Changes on South Catherine Street in Plattsburgh. Over 
nearly 30 years, Visual Changes has become a second home 
for Munson and his dynamic staff. 

When asked about changes in the industry, Munson 
reflected, “When I started it was all roller sets and pin curls. 
You had to have an ashtray at your station for people who 
smoked. In my day, if you turned somebody’s hair green or 
purple or red or fuchsia, that was a bad thing.”

Munson is a man who has built a successful career in what 
is still essentially a female profession, but he fits right in. 
Sit in his chair for a few minutes and you’ll hear him talk 
sports with male clients and then shift to talk about her 
new baby with the hair dresser at the next chair. Outside 
of work, Munson pursues additional creative outlets. “I like 
to draw,” he explained, “and I’m in the Champlain Valley 
Woodcarvers Association.”

When Steven Bailey wasn’t sure he wanted to go to college, 
his parents suggested he try his hand at a trade. He took 
their advice and studied at the Phillips Hairstyling Institute 
in Syracuse. Soon after earning his license, Bailey visited 
Plattsburgh for a day with friends to shop at the mall. While 
Bailey waited for his friends, he started a conversation 

ALWAYS INSTYLE
G E O R G E  M U N S O N  &  S T E V E N  B A I L E Y

STEVEN BAILEY, OWNER 
STEVEN BAILEY SALON & SPA 
PLATTSBURGH, NY
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What if
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with a woman who was stocking shelves at 
the (then brand new) JCPenney hair salon. 
When he told her he had just finished school 
and acquired his license, she asked, “When 
do you want to start work?” With his father’s 
blessing, the seventeen-year-old Bailey moved 
to Plattsburgh. “And here I am,” he said, “30 
years later.” 

At first, Bailey worked for others, and then 
opened a small salon with a partner. After a 
few years, he was ready for something big-
ger, but his partner wanted to stay small. 
And so, in 2009, he opened the Steven Bailey 
Salon Spa on Upper Cornelia Street next to 
Starbucks. With the help of eight skilled, sea-
soned employees, the salon offers hairstyling, 
massages, manicures, pedicures, and other 
spa services. Bailey is satisfied with what he 
has created and doesn’t feel a need for expan-
sion. “We’ve settled in,” he said. “I’m pretty 
content just the way it is” 

“It’s a wonderful career,” Bailey continued. 
“A lot of the people that I’ve done I’ve had for 
25 years. They’re like family. You chat with 
them every month. It’s fun.” But while he has 
seen many of the same clients for more than 

Do You Need A Contractor?
 At B & E Development, our goal is to make each project a meaningful and rewarding 
experience for our customer and our employees. We involve our customer from the 
beginning of the project through its completion.
 We sincerely welcome questions and suggestions at any time. We work very hard 
at being good listeners. Open communication is vital to our success and we know this. 
 Simply stated, our number one priority is your satisfaction; the bottom line is our 
performance.

B & E Development, LLC
518-570-6703

www.bedevelopment.bizBill Eric

Bill and Eric Jost, Owners
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two decades, not everything has stayed the 
same. Changing style trends help keep things 
interesting. “Some stay pretty classic,” Bailey 
said of his clientele. “Some walk in and want 
pink hair. It’s kind of fun to watch.”

George Munson and Steven Bailey are both 
well established and well known in the North 
Country. Both agree that the relationships 
between stylists and their clients tend to 
become like those between family members. 
Munson, however, has a unique take on the 
phenomenon. “One of the greatest things that 
ever happened to me,” he explained, “was 
meeting my wife, Karen...when she came in 
as a client.” 

Visual Changes 
5015 S. Catherine St. 
Plattsburgh, NY 12901 
518.563.8575

Steven Bailey Salon & Spa 
359 Cornelia Street 
Plattsburgh, NY 12901 
518.563.6578 
www.stevenbaileysalonspa.com 
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INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE

In Robert A. Caro’s The Passage of Power, the multivolume biogra-
phy of Lyndon Johnson, Caro describes an encounter between an 
army general and Robert Kennedy. At the time Kennedy was the 

Attorney General and the brother of the President, John F. Kennedy. 
The general was explaining to Robert Kennedy why a particular 
request would be difficult to meet. Kennedy’s response was “Why 
would it be difficult, General?” A witness to the exchange stated that 
the general “learned that there are few experiences in the world quite 
like having Robert Kennedy push his unsmiling face towards yours 
and ask, ‘Why?’ ”Unfortunately no one is asking Governor Andrew 
Cuomo or the New York State Legislature why the State overly relies 
on property taxes. If anyone did ask, the answer would be stunningly 
simple: the property tax is perceived as a “local” tax. It follows that 
“local” tax issues have their solution and political consequences on 
the local level. However, through unfunded mandates and fund-
ing to local governments, or lack thereof, New York State has a huge 
impact on property taxes. The property tax, although set at the local 

level, is influenced to a great extent by decisions made in Albany. A 
modest increase in the state income tax or sales tax rate could have a 
dramatic impact on reducing property taxes. This is not happening 
for a very good political reason—what wants to propose an increase 
in the state income tax? 

Today’s anti-tax climate has impacted the political decision-making 
process to a considerable extent, making any tax increase problem-
atic. In addition, the connection between property taxes, the state 
income tax and the sales tax does not fit on a bumper sticker.

We have written this article to make municipal attorneys, as well as 
elected municipal representatives, aware of the damage inflicted by 
excessively high property taxes. We hope that this knowledge will 
result in changes to New York State’s tax policies. Our specific con-
cern in this article is with the county tax, not special district taxes. 
(Special district taxes are broken out separately which allows taxpay-
ers to develop a sense of how much they are paying for a particular 
service such as water or sewer service and over which they may have 
some control.) 

Dr. Robert Christopherson and James. J. Coffey 

NEW YORK STATE’S 

ON PROPERTY TAXES
OVERDEPENDENCE

F E AT U R E

By Dr. Robert Christopherson & James T. Coffey
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II. THE POLITICAL LANDSCAPE
People run for political office for a variety of reasons, probably the 
most common being a desire to serve. However, you can’t serve if 
you don’t win, and you don’t win by supporting tax increases. For 
good or bad that is a political reality.

The New York State legislature and the governor have the power 
to decide how tax revenue is raised. New York State imposes an 
income tax, a sales tax and various other fees on its citizens and uses 
the revenue to fund state expenditures, including funding to local 
governments. New York State has options available to it that local 
municipalities do not have. Unlike the Federal Government, New 
York State cannot print money; but it has the next best option with 
unfunded mandates.

Being at the bottom of the financial food chain, local governments 
and school districts raise revenue by simply increasing the taxes 
on real property in order to meet expenses The idea that local gov-
ernments and school districts determine the property tax rate is 
misleading. Municipalities and school districts pay the bills that 
have to be paid. If the state reduces funding or creates an unfunded 
mandate, property tax rates increase. Thus, to a large degree, it is 
the state that establishes the property tax rate.

The amount of property taxes per capita in New York State in 2012 
was $2,435 and the amount of New York State income taxes during the 
same period were $2,431, almost identical amounts. However, there 
is a major difference and the difference is this. Real property taxes 
are levied without regard to income while the state income tax is pro-
gressive. In addition, expenditures for shelter are necessities. Even a 
modest increase in either the income or sales tax would bring about 
a dramatic relief to property owners and would be more efficient.

Why does New York State refuse to shift more of the tax burden to 
the efficient and progressive state income tax as opposed to continu-
ing to overly rely on the regressive and less efficient property tax? 
Because, we believe, state politicians are fearful of being associated 
with any increase in the state income tax and fully understand the 
political liability of high property taxes residing at the local level. 

III. THE PROBLEM
New York State overly relies on property taxes as a source of revenue. 
Several factors explain why property taxes are damaging to property 
owners and the economy in general, a few of which are:

A. First and Foremost, Real Property Taxes Are Regressive 

There are few taxes more regressive than the real property tax. It 
is a tax that must be paid regardless of the taxpayer’s income. Also 
there is very little homeowners or business owners can do to reduce 
the tax short of taking time off from work to grieve their assessment 

with their town assessor. The homeowner, in particular, has almost 
no flexibility. The only alternative to paying the tax is selling the 
home, which requires a considerable time and expense. Property 
owners may even experience a dramatic increase in their assessment 
which will lead to a dramatic increase in their property taxes, sim-
ply because their neighbors were fortunate in selling their home for 
a very high price. Even if the value of an individual’s home declines 
this is no guarantee that the property taxes will decline. 

Municipalities require a certain amount of tax revenue to provide 
required services. Therefore even if the assessed values of property 
in a municipality decline an increase in the tax rate is very likely so 
the tax revenue does not decline.

Thus, for homeowners on a fixed income and business owners 
incurring a loss, increasing property taxes creates a financial chal-
lenge. Imagine if someone proposed levying a minimum income 
tax regardless of whether the taxpayer had income. The proposal 
would be dismissed for not being feasibile. Yet that is how the prop-
erty tax works.

B. High Real Property Taxes Diminish the Value of  
Real Property

Real property has value in that it provides, in the case of a homeowner, 
needed shelter for a homeowner, needed shelter for the homeowner 
and his family. In the case of a business owner, real property pro-
vides the physical place from which the businessperson can generate 
income. As property taxes increase, the value of the home or busi-
ness property decreases because it is making the cost of living in a 
particular location or operating a business in a particular location 
less profitable. A business owner is more likely to establish a busi-
ness in an area that has low property taxes. That is why when a state 
or locality wishes to encourage businesses they often provide them 
with reduced property taxes as an incentive.

Conversely high property taxes reduce the profitability of the business 
and reduce the value of a home. As the property taxes associated with 
a house increases the amount of money a potential buyer would pay 
for the house decreases. For example, if a person is choosing between 
two homes that are exactly the same, the one he or she would choose 
to purchase is the one that has lower property taxes. Therefore as 
property taxes become excessive it causes a decline in the proper-
ty’s value. As the value of the home or business declines as a result of 
high property taxes, the likelihood that the value of the home or busi-
ness will be exceeded by the amount owed on the home or business 
increases. In these cases homeowners or businesses are underwater 
and often walk away from their property.

C.Excessively High Real Property Taxes Incentivize Large 
Corporations to Challenge Their Assessments

As property taxes increase there is a very strong incentive for com-
panies with numerous locations to contest their assessments. It is not 
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unusual for a company with several locations in the state to hire a law 
firm that specializes in that type of work and challenge the assessments 
of all the locations. This forces the municipality to hire an attorney to 
respond to the challenge, which is both expensive and time consum-
ing. The large corporation that is challenging its assessments often sees 
the challenge as another cost of doing business. This financial burden 
of fighting the challenge is coupled with the additional burden of set-
ting aside enough money to pay refunds if necessary.

The refund issue creates an even larger burden for school districts. Ralph 
Napolitano, the superintendent of Yorktown Central School District 
in Westchester County said “Yorktown schools refunded $45,000 in 
the 2008-9 school year, $52,000 in 2009-10 and $934,000 in 2010-11. 
Already this year, the district has committed to $877,000 in refunds.” 
Superintendent Dan McCann of the nearby Hendrick Hudson School 
District, in Montrose, said “We had $300,000 in tax certs last year, 
and this year, we’ll have $400,000. We don’t have a reserve for it any-
more. We have to borrow.”

D. High Property Taxes Endanger a Major Financial Lifeline

For political and economic reasons the home has been granted a spe-
cial status in terms of taxability. If one borrows to purchase a home, or 
to improve a home, the interest is deductible, as are the real property 
taxes, which the homeowner pays. To some degree the logic behind 
this special treatment is that society benefits from people owning their 
own home and providing shelter for themselves and their family. In 
addition, there is a belief that with homeownership will come a desire 
to maintain and improve the property, which is a benefit to society. 

In addition, homeowners can obtain a home equity loan, which allows 
them to, not only improve their homes, but also send their children 
to college or pay for high medical expenses or unanticipated expen-
ditures of any type. Elderly couples often obtain reverse mortgages, 
which allows them to continue to live in their home, by extracting 
from the home the equity they have built into it over the years, and 
not become a financial burden to their children. This financial life-
line may be imperiled by high property taxes. 

E. High Property Taxes Contribute to Bank and Municipal 
Foreclosures

There are many reasons homes and businesses are subject to fore-
closure. However, one major reason is increasing real property 
taxes. Homeowner̀ s fortunate enough to have a fixed mortgage 
payment must deal with rising monthly payments when real 
property taxes increase. Homeowners who have a variable inter-
est rate mortgage and rising property taxes expose themselves to 
the risk of foreclosure. However, the catastrophe of foreclosure 
is not limited to the homeowner being foreclosed upon. Homes 
that are being foreclosed upon are often not maintained; this 
drags down the value of the surrounding homes. “A foreclosure 
can harm a whole neighborhood. When a borrower loses a house, 
the house loses a caretaker. The neighbors lose a neighbor. The 

community loses a member. All of the losses can have a variety of 
negative consequences even for people who were not themselves 
among the dispossessed.”

F. Real Property Taxes are Insidious 

One definition of insidious is as follows: “operating or proceeding 
in an inconspicuous or seemingly harmless way but actually with 
grave effect.” Ask homeowners how much they pay each year in 
property taxes and they will often respond that the bank pays the 
property taxes. Clearly this is not exactly the case. The bank does 
make the physical payment but it’s the individual who pays the bank. 
Individuals who are careful about obtaining a fixed rate mortgage 
to avoid the disaster that can sometimes occur with an adjustable 
rate mortgage are often indifferent to the continual increase in 
real property taxes. Even though a combination of a homeowner’s 
principal and interest payments remain the same, their mortgage 
payment continues to escalate because of rising real property taxes. 

This escalation in many instances is modest and periodically home-
owners receive a notice from their lending institution that their 
payment will be increasing as a result of real property taxes. As this 
payment continues to escalate the homeowners can only hope that 
their income sources continue to escalate along with the real prop-
erty tax. If the individual is on a fixed income – and it should be 
noted that it is not only retired people who are on a fixed income – 
then this burden becomes even heavier and in some cases forces the 
property owner to sell his property. It should also be pointed out that 
property owners might be unaware of how much they are paying in 
real property taxes. However, they can rest assured any potential 
purchaser of the property and the realtor representing the potential 
purchaser will be very aware of the amount of the real property tax, 
and it will be a factor in determining whether or not to purchase the 
property and what price to offer. 

Dr. Robert Christopherson is Interim Associate Dean and Chair of the Economics 
and Finance Department at State University of New York in Plattsburgh.  He 
has a PhD in Economics with a concentration in Public Finance.  

James J. Coffey is a practicing attorney in Plattsburgh, New York and Professor 
at the School of Business and Economics at the State University of New York in 
Plattsburgh.  He has represented municipalities since the late 1970s and cur-
rently represents three municipalities in Clinton County, New York.  

James J. Coffey and Dr. Christopherson have jointly published articles relating 
to issues concerning the taxation of real property.

Repr inted with permiss ion f rom: Municipa l Law yer,  Fal l  2015,  
Vol . 29, No. 3, published by the New York State Bar Association,  
One Elk Street, Albany, NY 12207

The views expressed in this article are those of the authors and not those of any 
party they represent.

This is the first part of a three-part article. Part two will be published in the 
next issue of Strictly Business. 
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CHAMBER 
WISE

By Garry Douglas

The North Country Chamber recently released the results of its 
Annual Issue Survey, conducted in mid-February and draw-

ing a strong response rate from our 4,200 member businesses 
surveyed in Clinton, Franklin, Essex, Hamilton, and northern 
Warren Counties.

A key feature once again was the determination of this year’s 
Business Confidence Index, a combination of those who expect 
their business activity to be up this year and those who expect 
their business to remain steady.

This year’s Business Confidence Index was once again 92%, the same 
as last year, with a full 60% expecting their business to increase, 
while 32% expect it to remain steady and only 8% expect decline. 
This continuing optimism about our area seems attributable to a 
combination of factors, likely including:

•  A continued drop in North Country unemployment, and further 
growth in manufacturing.

•  High levels of continued interest in Canadian and other foreign 
direct investment in the area, with fDi Magazine having ranked 
Plattsburgh as the #2 micropolitan “City of the Future” in North 
America since last year’s survey.

BUSINESS COMMUNITY   
EXPRESSES OPTIMISM

AND PRIORITIES FOR 2016
•  Continued success in attracting historic levels of state economic 

development investment to our region.

•  Anticipation of several pending projects, including in the energy 
and advanced manufacturing fields.

As always, we also surveyed area business leaders on a range of cur-
rent issues, and in response to proposals to boost the State Minimum 
Wage for all employers to $15 per hour, the North Country business 
community responded as follows:

•  56% oppose any action to further increase the State Minimum 
Wage at this time.

•  40% indicate they are open to some increase but that $15 is too high.

A very strong 93% believe that a $15 State Minimum Wage 
would eliminate jobs and harm the North Country econ-
omy. And when asked if the State Minimum Wage should 
be at different levels in New York City and upstate, ref lect-
ing different costs of living and different economies, 86% 
believe the minimum wage levels should be different upstate. 
(continued on page 46)
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In a related response, a full 92% embrace more state and federal support for the devel-
opment of needed skills in our workforce as an alternative approach to achieving higher 
wage job opportunities.

In response to the proposal in Albany for 12 weeks of mandatory paid family leave to be 
paid through a system of employee deductions similar to Disability, but with no exemp-
tion for small employers and only four weeks of employment needed to quality, 84% 
express opposition as proposed.

Other findings were as follows:

•  97% support for cost reducing reforms in the State Workers’ Comp system.

•  96% support for reform of the state’s “Scaffold Law”, applying a comparative negli-
gence standard to liability.

•  94% support for the Governor’s proposed state tax relief for small business.

In the first ever unanimous response to a question in the Chamber›s annual survey, there 
was 100% support for major new state commitments to upstate infrastructure over the 
next several years, including roads, bridges, airports, rail, broadband, water, and sewer.

The top four priorities for North Country business in Albany this year are:

•  Opposing a 415 statewide minimum wage.

•  Workforce development to address skills needs.

•  Major state investment in infrastructure.

•  Small business tax reduction.

These findings were released at the Chamber’s Annual State Legislative Breakfast on 
February 26th. They have been widely shared with state, federal and regional officials 
and will be actively used in our continuing advocacy efforts on behalf of the North 
Country economy through the coming months.
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