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In this issue of Strictly Business we feature some of the people who are living their dreams in 
the North Country. Most were born and raised here, left the area for a time, but then returned 
and are happy they did. We’ve also included a few who came to the area, fell in love with it and 

stayed to build lives and careers.

Our cover story features an amazing couple who saw opportunity where others had not. Emily and 
Eli Schwartzberg, owners of the Champlain Valley Senior Community in Willsboro, both went to 
school in Lake Placid, left to pursue higher education and reconnected when they returned to the 
Adirondacks. The business they developed has created opportunities in Essex County and pro-
vides a level of service for seniors and their families not previously found in our area.

When Natalie Peck came to SUNY Plattsburgh to work in the university’s library she never imagined she would 
find her passion on a farm in Mooers within sight of the Canadian border. Make sure to read her inspirational story 
in this issue.

And speaking of farmers, check out our piece about Ashlee Kleinhammer and Steven Googin of the North Country 
Creamery at Clover Mead Farm in Keeseville. The couple produce milk, cheese and yogurt and are leaders in the 
area’s move to focus on locally grown food.

Matt Murphy and Kiel Peryea of All Action Painting are an example of what hard work and dedication can pro-
duce. The partners are building a reputation for quality work and great customer service.

Chris and Tracy Rosenquest relocated to the area to pursue their dream to “come home and build home.” While Chris’ 
goal to become mayor of Plattsburgh didn’t work out, the couple found purpose when they refocused their energy 
and bought Conroys Organics in 2015. Read about the changes they have implemented and their goals for the future.

Livingoods owners Matt and Jess Ray realized their dream to combine a brewpub with their successful restau-
rant when they relocated to Peru, New York. Now they are leaders in a movement to create an Adirondack Coast 
Brewers Coalition.

And then there is this month’s Insight feature with Mike O’Connor, a senior vice president and investment officer 
at Wells Fargo in Plattsburgh. He is a local boy who lived for a time in Florida, but found his hometown was where 
he wanted to be.

The North Country is a wonderful place to live and raise a family, but if we are going to retain our young people, or 
draw them back once they have spent time away, we will need to offer the jobs and quality of life they want. To do 
that will require us to work together and think big, and if we do, it will be good for business.

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

Herbert O. Carpenter, Publisher



MAY 2016     STRICTLY BUSINESS  |  5

PUBLISHER 
Herbert O. Carpenter

MANAGING EDITOR 
Mary Carpenter

PRESIDENT/CEO 
Mike Carpenter

VICE PRESIDENT/CFO 
Betsy Vicencio

ADVISORY BOARD 
David Coryer

ADVERTISING 
Shirley Sansone 
Sales Support 
518.324.5123 

shirley.sansone@ 
thenortheastgroup.com

Justine Parkinson 
Sales Support 
518.569.0494 

justine.parkinson@ 
thenortheastgroup.com 

EDITORIAL COORDINATOR  
Betsy Vicencio

PUBLICATION DESIGNER 
Jodi Brunner 

GRAPHIC DESIGNERS 
Nancy Florentine 
Kimberly Smith

COVER PHOTOGRAPHY 
Julie Canepa/Ty Kretser (Insight)

CONTRIBUTING WRITERS 
Karen Bouvier 
Julie Canepa 

Justine Parkinson 
Michelle St. Onge 

SUBSCRIPTION RATES 
12 issues are $22.95 per year  
within U.S. and $27.95 (U.S.)  

within Canada. 
Telephone: (518) 563-8214 

Fax: (518) 563-3320

Strictly Business is published monthly by 
The Northeast Group 

12 Nepco Way,  
Plattsburgh, NY 12903. 

24/7
24/7

24/7

24/7

24/7

Plattsburgh  . Keeseville   . Saranac Lake  . Ticonderoga . Rouses Point

Agency Online... 24/7
In person, on the phone and now online 24/7! 

We are always there for you!

1-800-562-0228
www.agencyins.net

We know that different people 
need different insurance coverage.

Let us help you determine what's right for you.

1033 Route 9
Champlain, NY 12919 
(518) 298-2000

without worrying about insurance.

Running your business 
is tough enough

We know your business is unique 
and we have the experience and 

resources to answer your questions 
and provide coverage options. To see 
why so many local businesses turn to 
us, please call us or stop by our offi ce.

6064 Rt. 22, Suite 6, 
Plattsburgh, NY 12901
(518) 562-9336

5 Chapman St., 
Rouses Point, NY 12979
(518) 297-6602

Locally owned family business 
for four generations.

Successfully Petitioning
for U.S. Work Visas & Green Cards

for over 25 Years

888.575.8850
www.crossborderinc.com



F E AT U R E

Story and photos by Julie Canepa
 

The Adirondack region means different things to different peo-
ple. For Eli and Emily Schwartzberg the affection they have 
for the area has brought the couple full circle. Both attended 

Northwood School, a college preparatory school in Lake Placid. 
Emily, originally from Gloversville, was a competitive skier and a 
resident boarder, spending as much time as possible on the slopes 
at Whiteface. Eli attended Northwood as a day student, commuting 
from his home in nearby Lake Placid. The two met on a ski trip and 
then as students will do, went off in different directions to pursue 
their education and careers. 

MAKES THE  
DREAM WORK

TEAMWORK  
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Eventually their mutual love for the region brought them back to the 
North Country where they crossed paths once again. Eventually the 
duo teamed up in business, creating the Champlain Valley Senior 
Community (CVSC) in Willsboro. CVSC is a family owned and 
operated assisted living and memory care residence housed in the 
former Willsboro Central School building on the banks of the Boquet 
River. During the startup phase of operation Eli served as the facil-
ity’s Executive Director while Emily acted as Marketing Director. 
They also teamed up in life, marrying in 2012 and in time welcom-
ing a son, Elliot. 

Off and Running
During high school, Eli immersed himself in the restaurant world, 
working at many of the region’s high end resort properties, includ-
ing the Lake Placid Lodge and The Point in Saranac Lake. Hoping 
to learn the business end of hotel and restaurant management, he 
attended Cornell University’s School of Hotel Administration, grad-
uating in 2003. “I went to Cornell thinking that I wanted to open a 
restaurant chain, but left wanting to go into real estate development. 
I took a job working for a Cornell alum in Miami who owned a com-
pany that built senior and residential housing,” Eli explained. But he 
found himself missing the Adirondacks. “I wanted to do something 
that had meaning and that was good for the Park (Adirondack Park). 
I needed to make a living and I wanted a challenge.” 

Meanwhile, Emily attended Bates College, skiing competitively for 
the school’s Division 1 team and graduating in 2007 with a B.A. in 
English. She received an M.A. in Advertising from the S.I. Newhouse 
School of Public Communications at Syracuse University in 2009 and 
then found her way back to the Adirondacks. She took a position at 
Adworkshop, an employee owned integrated marketing agency in 
Lake Placid, doing public relations, social and content marketing. “I 
grew up in the southern Adirondacks and was excited to return to 
Lake Placid where I could have a career in my field and enjoy the many 
outdoor activities, including skiing, that the area offers,” she said. 

The Dream Takes Shape
When Eli returned to the area, he began studying for the GMAT 
(Graduate Management Admission Test), his sights set on the Saïd 
Oxford Business School in the UK. His studies had him making fre-
quent trips to the Paine Memorial Library, which was located next 
door to the former Willsboro Central School. He heard the town was 
looking for a local person to take the uninhabited building, built in 
1927 and vacant since 2001, and give it new life. If they could not 
find someone to rescue the school they would soon have to spend 
nearly $800,000 of local taxpayer dollars to tear it down. Eli bought 
the building in 2008.

TEAMWORK  
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If he wanted a challenge, Eli got more than he bargained for. He began 
renovations to the building during the height of the recession. “No 
one was lending money. When I mentioned Willsboro, most bank-
ers responded, “Where is that?” and “It’s not in our footprint,” Eli 
recalled. His pleas for financial assistance to save an old school in the 
Adirondacks were finally heard, and he was able to secure a USDA 
loan. In the meantime, in 2009 he completed his MBA.

2012 was a busy year for the couple. They married in September and 
soon after purchased and reopened A Pinch or a Pound candy store 
on Main Street in Lake Placid. A year later when renovations to the 
old school were completed, Eli and Emily opened the doors of the 
assisted living residence. With their combined business, marketing 
and advertising acumen the couple worked on the principle of “If you 
effectively market it, they will come.” And they have, as evidenced 
by the 100% occupancy rate at SB’s publication date.

Champlain Valley Senior Community
The facility, located at the end of a tree-lined road, right on the river, 
is a capstone of sorts for the tiny village. “The locals have been very 
supportive,” Eli said. “CVSC acts as an anchor in the town, with 55 
employees, almost all of them local. Our department heads are buy-
ing homes and there is a clear ripple effect. The water has risen for 
everybody in the community.”

In one of the most difficult industries to retain staff, resident care 
aides have the highest turnover rate. “Normally, most jobs are at a 
15-20% turnover, but the turnover in nursing homes runs from 50 
to 100%,” Eli explained. “We strive to keep our resident care staff 
turnover well below the norm by being pro-active. We offer great 
benefits including free gym memberships, health insurance, year-
end bonuses, an Employee of the Month program, loyalty bonuses 
and built-in raises. We are all about our staff. They are the product 
that we deliver to our residents.”

The couple has added the old school to the National Register of 
Historic Places, and retained some of the building’s original features 
like chalkboards, benches from the basketball court and murals cre-
ated by students that passed through the halls. They have created a 
warm, nurturing and inviting environment for their residents, and a 
positive working environment for their employees in the school that 
houses so many memories. Currently Eli oversees general operations 
while Emily is working on a Master’s degree in Health Administration. 

Eli explained, “We are grateful that we have been able to build a suc-
cessful company in the Adirondacks. It’s important to Emily and 
me that our work has a positive impact and CVSC has significantly 
helped area seniors and their families, our local economy and it has 
revitalized a historic building that would have otherwise been torn 
down. We’ll continue to seek out opportunities to make a difference 
in this region and contribute to our Adirondack communities in a 
meaningful way.” 

Champlain Valley Senior Community
10 Gilliland Lane 
Willsboro, NY 12996
(518) 817-9108, toll-free (888) 963-1110

"We’ll continue to seek out opportunities to make 
a difference in this region and contribute to our 
Adirondack communities in a meaningful way.”
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Source: fDi’s American Cities of the Future 2015/2016.

Photo courtesy of Nikhil Hegde.

Many successful companies call the Greater
Plattsburgh region home. In fact, Plattsburgh, 
NY is ranked the second-best micropolitan 
city for economic potential in North and 
South America.

Go to www.thedevelopcorp.com or call 
Paul Grasso, President of The Development
Corporation (TDC), to find out what these 
industry leaders, and perhaps even your
competition, already knows - come here and
your business can go anywhere.
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There is an inescapable irony in the path forged by Natalie 
Peck since she arrived in Plattsburgh over a decade ago. 
Originally from Wilson, Kansas Peck traveled east in 2002 

to find a job in academia. A biology major at Wichita State, Peck 
pursued two Master’s degrees, an M.A. in the History of Science 
and an MLIS in Library and Information Studies at the University 
of Oklahoma. She has been employed by SUNY Plattsburgh since 
her arrival in the North Country, first as a reference librarian at the 
Feinberg Library, with its required adjunct faculty role teaching 
the college’s library research skills course. She later moved to the 
Office of Institutional Advancement and a position as the Director 
of Development Information and Research. 

Peck remembers feeling welcomed warmly by the Feinberg staff. 
“The department is small and everyone was close. It was easy to 
get to know people and there was a real sense of community,” 
recalled Peck. Acclimating to North Country winters and the 
drastic change in geographical layout was another story. “Polar 
vortex” was never a part of her vocabulary until recently, but a 
series of small serendipities set her on a parallel path. A North 
Country transplant who grew up in the nation’s breadbasket with 
no prior knowledge of farming can these days be found riding a 
tractor through her very own vineyard and acting as vintner for 
the The Champlain Wine Company.

The Vineyard 
In 2004, Peck met her future husband, Colin Read, when he arrived 
to serve as dean of the School of Business & Economics at SUNY 
Plattsburgh. Originally from Vancouver, British Columbia , Read 
had come to the North Country after fifteen years at the University 
of Alaska at Fairbanks, where he was a faculty member and associ-
ate dean. “Colin is a whirlwind kind of guy,” observed Peck. A small 
plane enthusiast, Read had his pilot’s license and had purchased 
property in the Town of Mooers, in northern Clinton County close 
to the Canadian border. He had been toying with the idea of a pri-
vate landing strip on the unused forty acre property. With both Read 
and Peck working at the college, commuting from Mooers became a 
chore and the couple opted for a home on the lake closer to the city. 
The landing strip idea was shelved and they daydreamed about using 
the acreage for growing corn. 

FROM EDUCATOR  
TO FARM GIRL

Traveling on Route 9, Peck routinely passed the hardy grape vines of Rob 
McDowell until one day a light bulb went on. What about growing grapes 
on the property in Mooers? It was a shot in the dark, but Peck took a 
day-long Cornell Cooperative Extension course on grape growing in the 
region and with an immediate thumbs up from Read they jumped into 
it. In 2008, the couple planted 1400 vines of Marquette, a hybrid grape 
developed by Peter Hemstad at the University of Minnesota Horticultural 
Research Center. Marquette, released in 2006 and approaching its tenth 
birthday, crosses European vinifera grapes with cold hardy and more 
disease resistant grapes able to withstand the region’s coldest tempera-
tures. Subsequent plantings of grape varieties La Crescent, St. Croix and 
Prairie Star followed in 2009, and St. Pepin, Frontenac and Frontenac 
Gris in 2010. The couple’s initial intention was to sell the grapes locally. 

Although the grapes are cold hardy, it can still be a challenge to grow 
them successfully in the North Country. “There is a micro-climate in 
the Finger Lakes, or lake effect, that has a positive influence on the 
terroir, the multitude of factors that affect the character and quality 
of wines made in that region. Not so at the vineyard in Mooers. It is 
far north, and far from the lake so temps can dip to minus thirty or 
forty degrees,” explained Peck. The polar vortex of 2014 posed great 
challenges for the vines. “Vines normally go into dormancy in the 
winter months. The extreme cold and then warm temperatures that 
winter, waking the vines up and then pulling them below freezing, 
had the potential to damage the vines, which it did in some cases.” 

The Winery
As Peck and Read settled in to wait for their vines to mature, typically 
five or six years with the varieties they planted, they had time to look 
around and see what other folks in the region were doing with their 
grapes. The Adirondack Coast Wine Trail was in its infancy, but was 
beginning to grow as one winery after another gained commercial 
status. The first to go commercial was Stone House Vineyards run 
by Phil Favreau and family. Peck saw a natural progression to wine 
making and began learning the ropes, studying for a year with Dan 
Vesco of Vesco Ridge Vineyards. 

“Colin built the winery, which houses fourteen stainless steel vats 
holding 250 gallons each,” said Peck. They bottled their first wine 
in 2010, supplementing with grapes grown in the Finger Lakes. The 
New York State Liquor Authority only allows for the purchase of 

By Julie Canepa 
Photos by Ty Kretser
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What about growing grapes on the property in Mooers? It 
was a shot in the dark, but Peck took a day-long Cornell 
Cooperative Extension course on grape growing in the 
region and with an immediate thumbs up from Read they 
jumped into it. In 2008, the couple planted 1,400 vines of 
Marquette, a hybrid grape developed by Peter Hemstad at 
the University of Minnesota Horticultural Research Center.

MAY 2016     STRICTLY BUSINESS  |  11



12  |  sbmonthly.com    MAY 2016

grapes grown in New York, although Vermont 
winemakers can buy grapes from New York. 
“At first I was a little apprehensive about the 
bottling part, but it went well. It was really 
exciting to take part in the whole process, 
and then I was just really tired because we 
had so much to bottle!” said Peck.

For someone new to the art and science of 
winemaking, Peck is definitely well-versed in 
the language. “I want the grape to be itself,” 
she said. “I make the best grape that I can. 
The higher the quality of the grape I produce, 
the best-tasting wine will be the result.” She 
adds, “I want to make wine in the best way 
that suits them (the grapes).

Recent medals won at the Finger Lakes 
International Wine competition would attest 
to the fact that she is doing just that. The com-
petition is vast, with over 3,900 entries from 
fifty states with 70 judges, many world class 
sommeliers and oenophiles. Peck’s 2014 Full 
Sail White, made with a blend of La Crescent, 
St. Pepin and Prairie Star grapes won the 
Gold Medal. Cabernet Franc in the form of 
her Compass Rose won the Silver. 

The Champlain Wine Company
With the winery in Mooers located so far off 
the beaten path, Peck knew they would have 
to take their tasting room off-site. “Colin 
has always been a supporter of the down-
town Plattsburgh revitalization efforts and 
knew another new business would be a good 
move for the area,” explained Peck. The first 
satellite location for The Champlain Wine 
Company opened in 2010 at 8 City Hall Place, 
a cozy, railroad style space with exposed 
brick. Within three years they had outgrown 
the small space and number 30, a few doors 
down, had become available. The space was 
so large in comparison they wondered how 
they would fill it. Read created a non-profit 
entity, 30 City, allowing local groups to use 
the space when available for free. “The shop 
is his baby,” said Peck. “I’m the boss at the 
winery and the vineyard; he is the boss at 
the tasting room!” 

Since its creation, 30 City has hosted Women 
on Wheels (a local cycling club), Reading 
Between the Wines book club (of which Peck 
is a member), SUNY Plattsburgh’s Poetry 
Slam and BFA student exhibit and live music 
series Plattsburgh Blues & Jazz (PB&J). Its 
walls are used as a changing gallery for the 

Champlain
NationalBank
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Visit www.champlainbank.com to learn more.

 LakeShore
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work of local artists. “Our location also acts 
as an informal visitor’s center,” added Peck. 
“Tourists and locals alike will often drop in 
to find out what’s going on in the area or to 
ask directions.”

Future plans 
Peck’s life now revolves around three tasks: 
growing the grapes, making the wine and 
operating the retail location on City Hall 
Place. Each component is a huge undertaking 
requiring a concise skill set, but she puts the 
greatest importance on the growing process. 
She hopes to achieve a vertically integrated 
business model, where the supply chain of a 
company is owned by that company. “Grow 
what we sell” is the motto. “I want the vine-
yard to support the winery, and I am hoping 
I can make that happen,” she said. 

The Champlain Wine Company was the last 
of the current local vineyards to become com-
mercial. As a member of a very new regional 
industry, Peck commented on the burgeoning 
wine trail. “It is a great community. We all help 
each other.” Members all attend conferences and 
continue educating themselves on the process. 

Peck hopes to branch out and add a maple wine 
and an apple wine, using local ingredients. 
Four new acres have been cleared at the farm 
in Mooers and she likes the idea of an apiary. 
“It’s a blank slate,” she added. Winemaking 
supplies will be offered at the tasting room 
in future months and she hopes to increase 
production and storage capacity. “As a small 
farm winery, we currently produce approxi-
mately 5,000 bottles per year, but it fluctuates.”

Peck explained, “This is one of the most beau-
tiful places to live in the U.S., especially as 
spring turns to my favorite season here, sum-
mer. I went hiking recently on Rattlesnake 
Mountain and was rewarded by a magnifi-
cent view of Lake Champlain and Willsboro 
Bay. Every summer I feel so grateful to be 
able to work outside in the vineyard in this 
incredible place. My passion is being out in 
the vineyard. I am getting more comfortable. 
If something happens, I can figure it out. I 
can wrangle the vines, make big decisions, 
and that will continue to come with experi-
ence.” She added, “Now I’m a farm girl!” 

The Champlain Wine Company 
30 City Hall Place 
Plattsburgh, NY 12901 
(518) 564-0064
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SAVVY AND 
By Karen Bouvier 
Photos by Ty Kretser

In 2013, Ashlee Kleinhammer and Steven Googin, began to milk their herd of 19 Shorthorn and Jersey cows at 
Clover Mead Farm in Keeseville. Committed to keeping their milk local, they set up a creamery and developed 
farmstead and artisan cheeses as well as three flavors of yogurt made from their own milk. Once established, 

they added a café to serve simple, delicious meals with ingredients from farms in their thriving local network. Three 
years later, through Community Supported Agriculture subscriptions, their store and cafe, wholesalers, a web site 
and Facebook page, community involvement, farmers’ markets, and an annual Cheese Tour, their business is thriv-
ing. These thirty-somethings are living the dream: the ability to balance varied projects, make enough money to 
meet their needs and grow their business, offer nutritious food to the public at supermarket prices, and have time 
to enjoy the mountains, lakes, forests, and cities that surround this hub of life.

“We are really grateful to be supported by our customer base,” said Kleinhammer. “It would be easier to put our 
milk on a truck and say goodbye, but that’s not what we want to do. We want to milk our own cows and keep the 
milk local. We’ve been able to create a community with our employees and customers. It’s great to be able to com-
mune with people with shared values.”

“We enjoy combining life and work,” added Googin. “Keeseville is having a revitalization, and the farms around us 
are prospering. We’ve decided to take advantage of grant money and assume the mortgage on the farm this year—
two years ahead of schedule.”

N O R T H  C O U N T RY  C R E A M E RY

STAMINA
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Kleinhammer and Googin intend to use 
the grant money from the NRCS (Natural 
Resources Conservation Service, a U.S. 
Department of Agriculture program to 
assist small and beginning farmers) toward 
a drainage project that will increase pasture 
quality, and allow them to expand their herd 
from 22 to 30 cows. In order to accommo-
date this larger herd, they plan to change 
their infrastructure from a pit milking par-
lor to a step-up parlor. By always looking for 
new ways to market their products, doing 
research and listening to their customers, the 
two have been able to respond to the wishes 
and tastes of their clients while maintaining 
strict adherence to the principles of sustain-
able, environmentally friendly agriculture.

They are justifiably proud of their “grass-
fed” products. Eating grass provides better 
nutrition for cows by creating proper acidity 
in the ruminant digestive tract. Corn can’t 
be broken down by rumen bacteria, and this 
doesn’t encourage good microbes. When cows 
eat grass, the yogurt and cheese made from 
their milk is, not surprisingly, more nutritious 
and digestible for humans. Another benefit of 
feeding on grass is that cows eat locally, and 
are not fed grain transported from the mid-
West. Grazing on what naturally grows on 
the land means Kleinhammer and Googin 
are not tilling soil, which encourages the pro-
liferation of organic matter and even carbon 
sequestration.

“Over these last three years, we have expanded 
our creamery so we can offer pasteurized bot-
tled milk, and increase our yogurt offerings 
from three flavors to five,” said Kleinhammer. 
(Due to state law, they can only sell unpas-
teurized milk from their store.) Googin has 
also built a cheese cave, and they now offer 
nine different kinds of cheese.

I was curious about the cheese cave so this 
self-described “tinkerer” led me down a 
shady path to this new structure and opened 
the door to a spotless, climate-controlled 
room equipped with wooden shelves hold-
ing wheels of artisan cheese. “This cave holds 
450 wheels,” said Googin, “that is literally a 
ton (2,000 pounds) of cheese. The shelves are 
cantilevered (long, projecting beams that are 
fixed only at one end) so they can be lifted out 
of the wall and be used to transport several 
wheels of cheese into the farm store. Wood 
is important in the shelf construction so the 
moisture emitted from the cheeses as they age 

“ This cave holds 450 
wheels,” said Googin, 
“that is literally a ton 
(2,000 pounds) of 
cheese.”
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Call us today for ALL your roofing needs!!

7631 Route 9 • Plattsburgh, NY 12901
518-562-9956 • Info@lakechamplainroofing.net

Lake Champlain Roofing, LLC

CommerCial
residential
industrial

Professional Service 
              and Workmanship

Commercial • Residential • Industrial
518-293-1419 • www.northeastirrigationlandscape.com

Specializing:
Design/Build landscaping
Irrigation systems
Retaining walls/Seawalls
Excavation/Drainage solutions
Hydro seeding/Sod
Decorative concrete fire pits

NORTHEAST 
IRRIGATION 
& LANDSCAPE LLC

does not get trapped between them and the 
shelf. They will literally sit in a pool of water if 
the shelves are not made of an organic mate-
rial that allows moisture through.”

Collaboration continues to be another way that 
the duo expand their business opportunities 
and keep learning. In their farm store, they offer 
meat and sausage from the Mace Chasm Farm 
next door, are members of a CSA that includes 
Rehoboth Homestead and Fledging Crow, and 
continue to be members of the National Young 
Farmers Coalition (NYFC). In addition, eager 
to help future farms learn sustainable agricul-
ture, they are part of St. Lawrence University’s 
Adirondack Program, and are preparing to 
welcome their second intern for the summer.

“We currently have two year-round employ-
ees and we hire three more for the summer,” 
explained Kleinhammer. “Now that Ausable 
Brewery is open up the street, we’ve developed 
four flavors of frozen yogurt (lemon, maple, 
strawberry, and raspberry) to offer the over-
flow crowd. We use fruit grown on our farm, 
and sell a ‘flavor of the week’.”

While the business keeps them at home much 
of the time, it is a lifestyle Kleinhammer and 
Googin embrace. They are surrounded by 
natural beauty, appreciative customers, good 
friends, and are able to make a living pursuing 
their dream of a food hub and “agri-tour-
ist” destination. The owners of the nearby 
Adirondack Abolitionist Museum are cus-
tomers and they frequently receive visitors 
from local tourist attractions such as Ausable 
Chasm and the Underground Railroad tour. 
Their products are offered in four Essex 
County school districts (Elizabethtown, 
Schroon Lake, Willsboro, and Moriah) and 
the chef at the Adirondack Medical Center 
uses their products in patient meals.

As we sat in their café munching on freshly 
grilled cheese and bacon sandwiches, a steady 
stream of customers stopped in to pick up their 
milk, cheese and yogurt orders. “I discovered 
them when I rode my bike by last year and now 
I come every week for my favorite maple and 
lemon yogurt,” said Shawn Turner. “I went on 

their first annual Cheese Tour last fall, and will no longer eat anyone else’s yogurt. We come 
here every weekend to stock up,” said Sue Hutchins. “I can’t wait for the next Cheese Tour!” 
Although both of these customers live some miles away, they consider it well worth the trip.

As they move into the next stages of life and business, Kleinhammer and Googin plan to 
keep their herd at a size that allows them the highest quality of life. They are considering 
opening the farmhouse as a bed and breakfast, and are developing gift baskets with home-
made crackers and their yogurt and cheese to offer during the winter months when business 
slows down. They have a colorful, new logo, have purchased land that came up for sale across 
the street, and look forward to continuing to live their dream.

North Country Creamery at Clover Mead Farm
931 Mace Chasm Road 
Keeseville, NY 12944 
www.northcountrycreamery.com 
(518) 645-2697 (COWS)

They are surrounded by natural 
beauty, appreciative customers, good 
friends, and are able to make a living 
pursuing their dream of a food hub 
and “agri-tourist” destination.
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INSIGHT

Name: Michael J. O’Connor

Current Position: Senior Vice 
President, Investment Officer at  
Wells Fargo Advisors

Hometown: Plattsburgh, NY

Family: Wife of 40 years Kathy 
Rennell, sons Kyle, Ryan, and Casey

Education: Three years at SUNY 
Plattsburgh before transferring to 
Florida State University to complete  
a B.A. in Biology.

Community Involvement: CVPH 
Medical Center Foundation, Diocese 
of Ogdensburg Investment Advisory 
Committee, Hospice of the North 
Country, and the SUNY Plattsburgh 
Foundation.

It’s hard to imagine a more quintessential example of a homegrown Plattsburgh guy than Mike 
O’Connor. A devoted family man with a successful career and passion for his community, O’Connor 
attended the former St. John’s Academy where he made lifelong friends, excelled in a variety of 
sports, and learned life lessons from coaches and mentors. And then he was on to SUNY Plattsburgh. 
“There was a significant group of us ‘townies’ who studied at Plattsburgh State, stuck around and 
found ways to be successful in the area,” he recalled. “These kinds of ties are very important.”

O’Connor initially geared his post-college career toward the sciences and the medical profes-
sion. He spent a few years teaching before realizing that a career in business was the right path 
for him. “I had a young family at the time and needed a bit more money so there was an eco-
nomic motivation to move to the business environment,” he explained. After trying sales and 
then life insurance, in 1985 he found his sweet spot in investment advising. O’Connor started 
with PaineWebber which merged with UBS in 1999. A decade later he and business partner 
April Bingel moved their practice to Wells Fargo Advisors where he was recently promoted to 
Senior Vice President.

Following are excerpts from Strictly Business’ interview with Michael O’Connor.

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

MO: Integrity, honesty, hard work, and being open to change. The world is going to change 
around you and you need to be adaptable. When I made the move from the insurance side 
of business to the investment side, I did it because it felt like the world was moving in that 
direction. It was a gut feeling, and it turned out that it was right. The investment business 
continued to grow. Making that shift really has made the difference in my career. 

SB: What important lessons did you learn early on in your career?

MO: The ability to take a punch and move on, and to be open to new ideas. During my time 
in sales I learned persistence, and the resilience to take rejection. You’re not going to bat a 
thousand, so you have to learn to keep on swinging. Another thing I learned is to be open 
to everything. Be aware of what is around you, and keep listening. 

MICHAEL J. 
   O'CONNOR By Michelle St. Onge 

Photo by Ty Kretser
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I found out that having strong partners in my life was key. 
My wife, Kathy, always took care of what needed to be done 
at home so that I had the time to pursue opportunities in the 
work arena. While she worked full time as well she cleared the 
path for me. In our practice April Bingel and I have worked 
with each other for 23 years. Her partnership has contributed 
to all our accomplishments.

SB: Who was your most influential mentor?

MO: I’ve had two: My dad and Coach Clevis “Fuzzy” Fessette. 

I watched my Dad work three jobs most of my childhood. 
Seeing that kind of work ethic first hand had a big influence on 
me. He was a tough guy from New York City who moved here 
because of a connection to the military installation. He was a 
man’s man, but he was also the kind of guy who cried when 
our neighbors’ dog died. He left us 33 years ago, and his influ-
ence has stayed with me.

Coach “Fuzzy” Fessette was a compassionate warrior. He was a 
career corrections officer, and a tough, local guy who had been 
a very good athlete. He raised his family here, and he dedicated 
his time to St. Johns as a physical education teacher and as a 
coach. He was the guy who took us from third grade physical 
education class all the way through coaching us to winning mul-
tiple city championships in high school. He did an incredible 
job of getting us to the brink of manhood. The way he coached 
us and taught us the game, he prepared us for life. That helped 
me raise my own kids. He helped me set the stage for all the 
successes that came afterward.

SB: What is the best advice you have ever received?

MO: ‘Don’t worry about what the other guy is doing. Work on 
yourself.’ At summer basketball camp I met John Wooden, who 
at the time was on his way to becoming the winningest coach 
in college basketball history. I had the chance to sit around the 
campfire with him and some of the guest coaches, listening to 
him talk about his philosophy. He said, ‘I don’t scout my oppo-
nents. I scout myself, and my own team.’ From that day on, I 
have tried to apply those fundamentals to my life. 

In business, it means working on executing what we need to do 
well, and not worrying about the competition. Throughout my 
career I’ve seen companies looking over their shoulders, reacting 
to what the other company is doing. I think you already know 
what you really need to do. Basketball taught me that your big-
gest opponent is the person you see in the mirror every day, not 
what your competitors are doing. Concentrate on yourself, be 
the best you can be, and don’t worry about the competition.

SB: If you could have dinner and spend an evening 
with anyone you choose, who would who would it be 
and why?

MO: There are three people I’d want to have dinner with. First 
of all, my dad. When he left us 33 years ago Kathy and I had 
a young family and we were struggling a bit. It would be nice 
to give him an update and let him know how it all turned out.

The other two would be the Pope and Mark Zuckerberg. I’d 
like to ask both of them the same questions. ‘Where is all this 
going?’ and ‘Where is the world heading?’ I’d like to ask the 
Pope because I’m curious to hear a faith-based perspective. 
As for Mark Zuckerberg, I’m not even on Facebook, but I’d be 
curious to know what his vision of the future really is, from the 
tech-based perspective. I’m curious about all the changes hap-
pening in the world and how they will play out.

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

MO: That I like musicals. I’m not a raving fan, but I have always 
liked them. In college I had to sneak away from all my jock 
buddies and not tell them I was going to go see performances. 
Oklahoma! is my favorite. My second favorite is Footloose, which 
my son Casey and a group of his buddies performed when they 
were involved with the Plattsburgh High School drama club.

SB: What inspires you?

MO: People who make self less choices for their lives. I was 
a parochial school kid. The Sisters of Mercy were ladies who 
sacrificed their lives for their faith and to teach us. When I 
was a kid, they were considered the ‘enemy.’ When all is said 
and done, long after they’re gone, I can see that these ladies 
gave up extraordinary things to make sure we could succeed. 
Thinking back on that I feel responsible to do some good 
things with what they taught me.

SB: How would you like to be remembered?

MO: I would like my kids to remember me as a great dad. And 
I’d like to be remembered as a great putter. I’m not a great put-
ter now, so if I got my wish to be remembered as one, I figure 
that would mean I eventually got there along the way.

SB: What do you believe the North Country commu-
nity should do today to ensure a prosperous future?

MO: Deepen the connection between SUNY Plattsburgh and 
our local community. We were always connected to the college 
growing up. The professors were embedded in the community— 
they were our Little League coaches and we knew them. Because 
of that, there was a natural draw for many of my classmates to 
stay here for college. The new initiative of the North Country 
scholarship that reduces tuition for our local students is a good 
thing. We need to encourage our local students to connect with 
SUNY Plattsburgh and give it a strong look. Those family- and 
community-based connections have not been the whole story 
for local successes, but I feel they are very important to main-
tain and grow what makes our area special. 
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All
ACTION

Painting llc

Matt Murphy and Kiel Peryea of All Action Painting started 
their business with a dollar, a trailer, a sprayer, one job and 
Kiel’s mother. Before their humble small business begin-

nings, Peryea moved to Plattsburgh, a transplant from Malone, to 
attend Clinton Community College. After graduating, he worked at 
the Sherwin Williams paint store and eventually became the man-
ager. During his six years with the company Peryea gained a wealth 
of knowledge, but was eventually ready to explore bigger and brighter 
opportunities. “I had always dreamed of owning a business,” he said. 

Matt Murphy, born and raised in Massena, earned an Associate’s 
degree in HVAC and moved to Plattsburgh in 2005. For ten years, in 
addition to his normal 40-hour work week, he did sheetrock, paint-
ing, and taping odd jobs. The two men met through mutual friends 
just about the time Murphy was ready to move on from his regular 
job and take his next step in life. In April of 2014, they came together 
and combined their skills and ambitions to form All Action Painting. 
“It was literally a dollar and a dream,” Murphy said. Now going into 
their third year of business together, Peryea described the company 
as “successful, so far.” 

When I pulled up to 40 South Junction Road, at All Action Painting’s 
new location, I didn’t expect just how new it would be. The windows 
were taped for painting, the floors were unfinished and the back room 
was gutted. After two years of working from home, Murphy and 
Peryea are finally moving their business into a permanent location 
with an office, a full-time receptionist and a show room for clients. 

F E AT U R E



ISACTION

MAY 2016     STRICTLY BUSINESS  |  21

Over the past two years All Action Painting has grown exponentially and now 
has nine employees. The pair and their team work on residential and munic-
ipal projects all over the North Country in Clinton, Franklin, Essex, and St. 
Lawrence Counties -- from the Ampersand Drive apartments in Plattsburgh, 
to the remodel of Key Bank in Champlain, to Valcour Brewing’s new location 
at the Old Stone Barracks. Most recently they completed work on the new 
Marshall’s store in Lake Placid. “We thrive on perfection,” Peryea emphasized. 
“Superior workmanship.”

The duo provides a wide range of services—interior and exterior painting, 
coating, refinishing, staining, epoxy flooring, and much more. And they don’t 
just provide these services for large commercial projects. All Action still val-
ues small, local projects. “We don’t want to get too big—we’re still that small 
time ‘We can paint your living room’ kind of company,” Peryea explained. 
“We help people out if they need a small job and we do a lot of community 
service.” Because of this, the partners have a loyal local customer base. “Most 
of our business is repeat or word of mouth from past customers,” Peryea said.

In addition to their families and their community, Murphy and Peryea attri-
bute much of their success to their employees. ““My mom is our best employee,” 
Peryea stated, “and we’re grateful for Matt’s wife, Becky, who works nights and 
weekends as our bookkeeper. Our employees are what make the company. Our 
goal is to give back in any way we can to make our employees want to come to 
work every day for All Action Painting.” 

When asked, “Why Plattsburgh?” Murphy said that while Plattsburgh already 
had plenty to offer in 2005, it has even more to give ten years later. “Plattsburgh—
it’s growing,” he explained. “There’s always a new restaurant; there’re always 
new banks, new infrastructure. It’s a good place to raise a family and there is 
no better place than the Adirondacks to enjoy your off time and the weekends.” 

As successful small business owners, Murphy and Peryea have some advice 
for anyone looking to set up shop in the Plattsburgh area. “Being new in busi-
ness, we like to participate in the Chamber of Commerce Business After Hours 
which allow us to network, really get involved in the community in any way we 
can. The last After Hours was held at Commercial Sales at Taylor Rental and 
we had at least three phone calls the next day. The events have been a benefit.” 

Murphy and Peryea are excited about the next chapter of All Action Painting’s 
story. They are working hard to get their new location up and running. Their 
next goal, according to Murphy, is to “get some green grass growing outside 
before we open in July.” 

A L L  AC T I O N  PA I N T I N G
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GROWING  
HOME By Justine Parkinson 

Photos by Ty Kretser
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C O N R OY ' S  O R G A N I C S

Tracy Vicory-Rosenquest was born and 
raised in Kansas, earned a Bachelor’s 
degree cum laude from Adolphus 

College, worked in Human Resources, was 
a writer in residence in the Seattle school 
system, and has written and produced 
plays in Minneapolis, Seattle and now in 
Plattsburgh. 

Chris Rosenquest was born in New York 
and raised in the North Country. He has 
a Bachelor’s degree in English with an 
emphasis on Print Journalism from SUNY 
Plattsburgh and an MBA in Technology 
from the Michael Foster School of Business 
at the University of Washington in Seattle. 
Currently he is a business advisor at the 
North Country Small Business Development 
Center and a Clinton County legislator rep-
resenting Area 9.
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• 330 SLIPS
• NEW & REBUILT DOCKS
• 50-TON TRAVEL LIFT
• GAS, DIESEL & PUMP-OUT FACILITIES
• UTILITY ACCESS - WATER, ELECTRIC,   
 CABLE TV & WI FI
• LIVE WEATHER REPORTS
• CONVENIENCE & MARINE 
 SUPPLY STORE
• HEATED POOL, TENNIS & BASKETBALL  
 COURTS
• CLUBHOUSE WITH MEN’S & WOMEN’S  
 SHOWERS
• LAUNDRY, NEW BOATER’S LOUNGE

The couple met in Minneapolis at a leadership conference and, although they lived for several 
years in the Seattle area, they knew that long term they would be East Coast bound. In Chris’ 
words, “That was always the plan. This is home. I’ve got family here.” 

While Tracy and Chris were busy in their Seattle community, they kept an eye out for an oppor-
tunity to relocate to the North Country. It was on one of his annual trips home for a nephew’s 
graduation that an interesting opportunity presented itself to Chris. The 2013 Plattsburgh 
mayoral race was upcoming and he felt compelled to throw his hat in the ring. The couple 
moved to Plattsburgh and campaigned hard. The outcome may not have yielded the victory 
the Rosenquests hoped for, but the groundswell of support Chris received told the couple they 
were right where they needed to be. They could feel the winds of change blowing and wanted 
to be a part of it. 

The couple knew they wanted to live their lives in such a way that they could make an impact on 
their community. They thought about a bed and breakfast, something in the city of Plattsburgh, 
something close to the college, something that would enable them to act as a conduit for tour-
ists north of the border, or families on tour to visit the college, leaf peepers, or outdoorsmen 
—a way for them to share all the possibilities they saw in the North Country. Alas their bed 
and breakfast idea was not meant to be, but they remained steadfast in their ideals and were 
determined to find a way to not only live here, but make a life for themselves in the community.

Just about that time Conroy’s Organics, a natural food store and café located on Route 9 north 
of Plattsburgh, was looking for new owner-operators and Christopher and Tracy saw opportu-
nities. The business may have been what they were looking for all along. In 2015 they bought 
in. Tracy is candid and humble when she talks of the success they have enjoyed being a result, 
in large part, of the team they have assembled. The couple meets with their leadership team 
on a weekly basis. Discussing ideas, issues and problems has been a huge learning experience. 
“We’ve been really lucky to work with a bunch of great artisans and people we make a point to 
listen to. They’ve got great ideas for developing each and every aspect of the business.” 

Conroys’ Organics is growing in every direction with a priority on local, natural, cost effec-
tive offerings for customers and the community. They plan to expand their livestock, doubling 
their flock of sheep, adding meat birds, laying hens, and a couple of pigs to the farm. They’ve 
also tweaked the menu at the café just a little. Bringing things in-house gives them control to 
introduce more local ingredients and, being hands on in the café every day, enables them to 
embrace feedback from customers. 

Chef  Jamie Armstrong is now making all their soups and quiches. Karen Davis is the in-house 
baker serving up fresh pastries, pies and delicious gluten free dessert options. Roy Brinker is 
the resident handyman and farmer and Diana Garces is the marketplace manager. 
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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

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.

When the Rosenquests say they are prior-
itizing local ingredients,  they mean right 
down to the grain — where it’s harvested and 
milled. They plan to shore up their grocery 
offerings to serve as a community resource. 
Expansion plans include a larger café coun-
ter and the addition of an espresso machine. 
They’ve slapped a bit of paint on the walls, 
added Rizzo, their beloved farm dog and 
are looking forward to the summer. They’re 
exploring permits that will enable them to 
serve some of the local wine, beer and cider 
they currently carry. On Thursdays they will 
be firing up the grill out on the deck and 
serving fresh lamb burgers from their own 
flock, grass-fed beef grown on the Conroy 
Farm and brats from local producers. And 
that’s just the beginning. 

Tracy and Christopher have a great relation-
ship with the founders of Downtown Rising 
and plan to have a vendor presence in Trinity 
Park in Plattsburgh every Friday evening, 
inviting locals to enjoy food, music, crafts, 
and all that our scenic downtown has to offer. 

The Rosenquest’s five year plan? For this 
duo the future looks as bright as the sun-
rise over Lake Champlain. Tracy and Chris 
are proud that Conroy Organic’s is becom-
ing a hub for the community and they say, 
“Bring it on!” Chris explained, “I think of us 
as representing a call to action to like-minded 
people. Don’t just come home. Come home 
and grow home.” 

Conroy's Organics
8173 State Route 9
West Chazy, NY 12992
(518) 562-BEEF

Rizzo the Farm Dog  
Photo by Justine Parkinson
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By Julie Canepa
Photos by Ty Kretser

any have pondered the age old question of whether a dream delayed is a dream denied. In Matt 
Ray’s case, his lifelong dream, had been to create a brewery that he could call his very own. 
Entering his eleventh year as owner, restaurateur and now brewer at Livingoods Restaurant and 
Brewery in Peru, New York the answer to the question is a resounding “No!” 

Ray and his wife, Jess, have followed their own entrepreneur’s guidebook to success, embracing 
even the toughest pages, especially the ones that outline hard work, patience and timing, to make a 
distant dream become a reality. 

LIVING THE

F E AT U R E

DREAM
M
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Inspiration 
The couple met while in college at SUNY Potsdam in the 1990s. It was 
during those years that Matt discovered craft beer and home brewing. 
They moved to Colorado at a time when the craft beer and farm to table 
movements were ramping up. “Microbreweries were opening up at a crazy 
rate,” explained Jess. “It was an ‘us against them’ mentality, the ‘them’ 
being the big, domestic breweries.” As of 2012, Colorado ranked third 
in the number of craft breweries in the U.S., with a total of 161 brewers 
and brewpubs. Like a kid in the proverbial candy store, Matt was able 
to hone his brewing skills in the region for three plus years. 

But the Rays were drawn back to the Adirondacks and the North Country. 
They missed their families and it was time to go home, so Matt looked 
east to see what was happening in the brewing world. “The market was 
wide open,” he said. The couple returned, and Matt worked as a brewer 
in Lake Placid while he and Jess wrote several business plans based on 
opening a location in Essex or Clinton counties. When discussing what 
shape their business might take, they settled on a brewpub vs a brewery 
business model, realizing it would be essential and the perfect com-
plement to serve great food along with the beer they would make. No 
stranger to the world of entrepreneurship, Jessica, a photographer, grew 
up in a “self-employed household”. “I have always learned by working,” 
she said. She refers to herself, and Matt, as “pathologically unemploy-
able”, the curse, or blessing, of the entrepreneur. 

L I V I N G O O D S
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550 ROUTE 3 • PLATTSBURGH, NY • 518-324-5100
372 BROADWAY • SARANAC LAKE, NY • 518-891-9300
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We service everything we sell!

Building a Foundation
The couple opened Livingoods Restaurant at its first location on 
Margaret Street in downtown Plattsburgh in October of 2005. In 
November, they found out that Jessica was pregnant. The space 
would prove to be a challenge from a brewing perspective, as would 
raising a family while owning a business. The next eight years were 
well spent but challenging — building their brand, their reputation 
and a family. “It takes time to build a business,” Matt explained. 
“To be an entrepreneur is to lose sleep. It is its own entity and has 
its own needs. If you thought about those things (challenges) you 
would never do it.”

At times the dream to create his own brewery seemed distant, but 
it did not fade. Matt had been eying the Cricket’s restaurant prop-
erty in Peru when it went on the market in January of 2012. They 
needed the right location, the right size building and infrastruc-
ture to make a move and everything about it seemed tailor made 
for his brewery dream. At the same time the couple connected 
with future business partner, Jon Rulfs. “He was the linchpin that 
helped facilitate the brewery. He wanted to see things happen with 
the property,” said Matt. With the help of their new mentor, the 
couple was able to access the financing to make the major brew-
ery equipment investment.

Brewing
While Matt’s passion for brewing had remained steady, a lot of things 
had changed in the brewing world over the previous decade. “It took 
a while to get a system down. There were changes going on with the 
ingredients,” he explained. “I have my own recipes and I love hav-
ing the freedom to explore all styles of beer.” 

When Matt hears someone say, “I don’t like beer” he immediately 
thinks, “Maybe you just haven’t met the right beer yet.” Most people 
are used to drinking only commercially produced beer. Matt believes 
beer should be consumed as close to where it is made as possible, not 
imported or shipped across the country. As a craft brewer, he is able 
to introduce people to beer in ways they have never enjoyed it before 
and therefore, haven’t been able to really appreciate it.

It has been almost two years now since they started brewing. Matt 
is increasingly able to focus on the beer component of the business, 
while Jess’s focus is on day-to-day operations and administrative 
tasks. Livingoods now distributes beer to around fifteen wholesale 
accounts in Plattsburgh, Lake Placid and further south. “I think it’s 
important to get the beer out there. Once people try it, it will bring 
them back,” said Matt. As he weans himself from his kitchen duties, 
it allows some of their employees who are passionate about food to 
realize their own dream.
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Matt’s goal is simple. Make the best beer and 
sell it. “I like to have freedom in the beers I 
make. Each beer doesn’t have to be the same 
every time; the goal is always trying to make 
one batch better than the last one.” 

Adirondack Coast  
Brewers Coalition
Matt recently read an article that states 
when a brew pub opens in a community it 
is a sign of prosperity and positive growth. 
“I am excited about the brewing community 
that has popped up in the North Country 
almost overnight,” he remarked. “The com-
petition is friendly; brewpubs are a proven 
source of success, so the more the merrier.” 
Like the growing Adirondack Coast Wine 
Trail, Matt and Jessica hope to organize the 
brewing community and create a destination. 
“There is a lovely string of breweries includ-
ing Oval Craft Brewing, Ausable Brewing 
Company, Plattsburgh Brewing Company 
and Valcour Brewing Company,” said Jess. 
The hope is to create the Adirondack Coast 
Brewers Coalition for ‘beer geeks’ and 
lovers of all things local. “We hope to grow the 
region, the market and our own businesses,” 
added Matt. “A sense of community with like 
businesses is important, and I haven’t really 
felt that until recently.”

Matt and Jess interact with and support many 
other young entrepreneurs in the region. “We 
are all leading the way including local farm-
ers, musicians and vendors. We are all cut 
from the same cloth and we are here to show 
everyone what it’s like to live your dream and 
bring people together.”

Although the past decade has been filled 
with what Matt refers to as ‘blood, sweat and 
tears’ the rewards have been great. “We have 
grown every year since we started, even the 
year we moved our location. We are where 
we want to be. We have created a gathering 
place, a place to have fun, where people of all 
ages can enjoy themselves. We love the four 
seasons, enjoying the land, finding some 
solitude and finding a balance. We couldn’t 
dream or imagine a better location.” 

Livingoods Restaurant & Brewery 
697 Bear Swamp Rd. 
Peru, NY 12972 
(518) 643-2020 
www.livingoods.com
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NEW YORK STATE'S 
OVERDEPENDENCE  

 ON PROPERTY 
TAXES

By Dr. Robert Christopherson & James T. Coffey

This is the third and final part of this article.

F E AT U R E

VI. What Can Local 
Municipalities 
Do to Reduce Property Taxes?
 A. Embrace the Concept of Depreciation 

Convenient as it may be to blame the finan-
cial problems of municipalities on the state 
the reality is that municipalities contrib-
ute to many of their own problems. One 
of the major problems that municipalities 
face is their failure to take depreciation into 
consideration in their spending and taxa-
tion policies.

The goal of many municipalities is to pay 
their current bills while keeping taxes at the 
lowest possible level. Ironically and unfor-
tunately, many politicians pride themselves 
in keeping taxes low in the face of a crum-
bling infrastructure and increasing debt, as 
though taxes and debt are unrelated. Ideally 
the municipality should calculate each year 
the amount the municipalities’ infrastructure 
has declined in value and require through 
local law that at a minimum that amount be 
reinvested in the infrastructure.

B. Eliminate Political Subsides 

To accomplish this objective, subsidies must 
be divided into two groups, political and 
social. Schools, for example, constitute a 
social subsidy. For many families the school 
taxes they pay only covers a fraction of what it 
costs to educate their children. This is a social 
subsidy and a sensible one because every-
one benefits from a well-educated populace.

However, political subsidies should rarely be 
permitted. A political subsidy is a service pro-
vided by a municipality that is underpriced, 
with any financial shortfall being covered by 
homeowners through the property tax. A 
simple example of this is dog licenses. People 
who own animals, which are licensed, should 
pay the entire cost associated with licens-
ing and regulating their behavior. There are 
numerous other examples such as building 
permits, site plan review, water and sewer 
charges, and fees for recreational activities. 
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Covering costs for municipal services is not just a matter of covering direct costs; indirect 
costs such as medical coverage, retirement contributions, departmental overhead must all 
be built into the fees. A common refrain of politicians is that taxpayers can’t afford that, 
should not be confused with the taxpayer not receiving that. What the statement means is 
that the taxpayer will receive the service at a subsidized price with the shortfall being borne 
by all the property owners through the property tax. Wherever possible fees and charges of 
every sort should be set so that the user of a particular municipal service pays the cost asso-
ciated with that service.

C. Link Municipal Fees to the Consumer Price Index

Politicians are uneasy about increasing costs for services they provided to the public, and 
with good reason. In many instances even a moderate fee or tax increase makes headlines. 
To make matters worse, some elected officials seek to enhance their political viability by 
opposing any increase in taxes or fees regardless of logic. The result of this type of political 
maneuvering creates an unwanted contrast between the good guys opposing any increase in 
taxes or fees and the bad guys wanting to raise taxes. This type of conflict inevitably leads 
to long periods of no increase in fees or taxes followed by dramatic increases that both sur-
prise and punish the taxpayer.

One of the best examples of this political mindset is the tuition the State University of New 
York (SUNY) charges its students, see Table 4. In 2003 tuition increased by an absorbent 
32%. Clearly costs had not risen 32% in one year. Presumably the increase was to make up for 
past years when costs were increasing but the legislature was unwilling to increase tuition at 
SUNY. The dramatic increase creates a terrible burden for students and their parents. Modest 
increases in tuition that match increases in costs are something everyone can live with. After 
increasing the tuition 32% you would think an effort would be made avoid this problem in 
the future, but students were hit with another 14.4% hike in tuition in 2009, again after sev-
eral years of no tuition increases. See Table 4 below. There is some “good news” in that New 
York State has implemented a rational tuition by $300.00 per year for the next few years.

Table 4. SUNY Undergraduate Tuition,  
NYS Resident, 2000-15

VII.What Can Property Owners 
Do to Reduce the Real Property 
Tax?
A. Review Their Tax Bill 

Politicians are inordinately careful about not 
criticizing those who put them into office. 
As a result, voters often come to believe that 
they have no responsibility regarding the 
taxes that they are forced to pay. Politicians 
often serve as piñatas for the angry tax-
payer and in many cases this is justified. It 
is also a fair statement that politicians often 
cater to what they believe their constitu-
ents want to hear as opposed to what their 
constituents need to hear. One thing every-
body needs to hear is that it is extremely 
important to review your tax bill. Ask the 

Year  Tuition ($)  Per Credit Hour

2000  3400 137
2001  3400 137 
2002 3400 137
2003 4350  181
2004 4350 181
2005 4350 181
2006 4350 181
2007 4350 181
2008 4350 181
2009 4350 181
2010 4970 207
2011 4970 207
2012 4970 207
2013 5570 232
2014 5870 245
2015 6170 257
Sources: Publically available SUNY Catalogs 
2000-2015.
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average person how the highway tax in their town compares with 
the highway tax in a neighboring town; the response in nearly 
100% of the cases will be that they don’t know. The taxpayer who 
is paying these enormous property taxes must shoulder some of 
the responsibility for these taxes getting out of control. Pearson’s 
Law says that, “That which is measured improves. That which is 
measured and reported improves exponentially.” Unfortunately, 
many of the tax metrics are neither measured nor reported in a 
meaningful way and, as a result, cost and expenses tend to drift 
upward. It is only when there is continual analysis of costs that 
costs can be controlled. 

B. Vote for Politicians Who Talk About Improving and Maintaining 
the Infrastructure as Opposed to Reducing TaxesRoads wear out. 
Buildings wear out. Infrastructure wears out. The voter has to at 
least listen to those politicians who tell them that the municipality 
cannot be run on a cash budget (i.e. paying bills, not improving the 
infrastructure and leaving those costs to the next supervisor or leg-
islator who is elected). 

In 1977 Jim Gilmore was elected Governor of Virginia on the 
extremely popular mantra, “No Car Tax.” The Car Tax was 
clearly unpopular, however the real question that should have 
been asked was: How would the shortfall in revenue from the 
elimination of the car tax be replaced? These are questions that 
often go unanswered. In many instances popular tax reductions 
or subsidized programs are what generate our ever-increasing 
property taxes. 

VIII. Conclusion
Detroit has been the poster child for fiscal neglect and as a result the 
citizens of Detroit, as well as the public servants of Detroit, are the 
ones who are paying the price as bondholders and pensioners bat-
tle over money. When you look at the rows of abandoned homes you 
know that some families invested a considerable amount of money in 
these homes but that is money that they will never recoup. People often 
claim that this can all be avoided if people vote with their feet. The 
reality is not everybody can and as a result the governments at every 
level have an obligation to structure their tax policies in such a way 
that the most important asset most families have is not placed at risk. 

Who to tax and how to tax are difficult issues. However, for all the rea-
sons discussed above, we believe that it is clear that taxing real property 
excessively is a poor policy at every level. Taxing income at the level it 
should be taxed is perhaps the most efficient and equitable way to tax 
but unfortunately political considerations make this approach very 
unlikely. Thus the sales tax is the last best option. In fact in a recently 
published book on the financial success of states, the authors (Laffer, 
Moore, Sinquefield, and Brown, 2014) conclude all taxes are bad for 
growth, but some are a lot worse than others. What a state should prefer 
is a low rate, broad-based flat tax, and a sales tax fits this concept to a 
T. That is why we observe high sales tax states outperforming low sales 
tax states. High sales tax states often have less of the more damaging 
taxes, and low sales tax states often have more of the more damaging 
taxes. We do not necessarily agree that all taxes are bad, however the 
evidence is overwhelming that excessive real property taxes produce 
a crushing burden on the citizens of the state and its’ businesses. 
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CHAMBER 
WISE

ONWARD and  
   UPWARD!

The North Country Chamber of Commerce has tracked and ana-
lyzed border crossing numbers at Champlain/Lacolle for 2014, 
2015 and the first few months of 2016, and we can see good 

news in commercial traffic trends and better news than many may 
expect regarding car traffic and visitation by Canadians to our area.

With the exchange rate at 25-30% and having approached 40% in 
the past year, it is common to hear perceptions that our Canadian 
friends aren't coming anymore as a result, but that really isn't so.

Looking at U.S. Customs and Border Protection car counts at 
Champlain for 2014, 2015 and 2016, we saw a drop of 10% in car traf-
fic for 2015 compared to 2014, with an actual 10% increase in January 
2016 compared to a year earlier. Statistics from the Canadian Border 
Services Agency (CBSA) are even more informative as they specif-
ically count returning Canadians at Lacolle. They show day trips 
down just 13% in 2015 compared to 2014, and then up an amazing 
22% in January of this year. One night visits in 2015 were down 8% 
and two or more night visits were down 12%.

Very importantly, these numbers document that 85% to 90% of vis-
itation continues, in spite of the unfavorable exchange rate. We see 
this as a testament to the uniquely strong and multi-faceted connec-
tions we have developed through the years between the Montreal 
and greater Plattsburgh regions. This constant relationship building, 

coupled with continuing enhancements to our attractiveness to visi-
tors, is serving us well and providing a clear cushion during periods 
of bad exchange rates.

Particularly as we approach the summer, it is crucial for our area to 
realize that our Canadian neighbors remain our number one eco-
nomic support and are very much still coming in large numbers, 
requiring due attention to customer service and justifying a contin-
ued marketing focus to the north.

On the commercial front, the numbers at Champlain/Lacolle show a 
strong increase in truck and commercial traffic of 6% in 2015 com-
pared to 2014, and a stronger trend of 10% growth over 2015 for 
January and February of this year. This trend bodes well for our cus-
toms brokers and others who service cross border trade in the North 
Country, and for economic development generally as it strengthens 
our special role as a truly unique hub for Canadian based economic 
activity in the U.S. In fact, we and our economic development part-
ners haven't been as busy in years as we are right now in terms of 
interaction with Quebec businesses interested in U.S. growth. 

Bienvenue a la banlieue americaine de Montreal! 

OUT PERFORMING  
     THE EXCHANGE RATEBy Garry Douglas

Garry Douglas is the president of the North Country Chamber of Commerce.
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