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BOOK REVIEWS

Understanding Buffalo's Economic
Development*
THOMAS E. HEADRICKt & JOHN HENRY SCHLEGELtt
POWER FAILURE: POLITICS, PATRONAGE, AND THE ECONOMIC

FUTURE OF BUFFALO, NEW YORK. By Diana Dillaway.
Amherst, New York: Prometheus Books, 2006. Pp. 1, 266.
$24.00 (hardcover).

Case studies can often illuminate difficult topics.
Economic development, really the economic resuscitation of
aging urban cities, qualifies as a difficult topic. Expert
opinion here ranges from imprecations to keep the
infrastructure in good shape, the streets clean and safe, and
wait for businesses and jobs to come, all the way to
similarly fervent directions to rely on full bore, glossy
magazines and lavishly funded sales pitches to complete
strangers. Littered in the area are asserted axioms about
community involvement and governmental role, as well as
about the importance of housing stock, public facilities,
demography, and the right kinds of jobs.
* Thanks go to colleagues at a Buffalo faculty seminar for their assistance in
this project.
t SUNY Distinguished Service Professor and Professor of Law, University at
Buffalo Law School.
tt Professor of Law and Roger and Karen Jones Faculty Scholar, University at
Buffalo Law School.
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The limited number of available case studies about
economic development primarily describe successesBoston's Market Area, New York's Battery Park,
Baltimore's Inner Harbor, Pittsburgh's Triangle, Seattle's
Pioneer Square. The implicit message of such studies is
"follow me." Case studies of failures, unfortunately few in
number, are potentially at least as instructive, especially
because the public audience for the literature on economic
development likely consists of areas with not a lot of spare
change or special economic attractions. Diana Dillaway has
produced such a case study of failure, appropriately called
Power Failure.' Unfortunately, part of the lesson it teaches
is that a good case study needs to understand, in detail, the
underlying economic costs and benefits of allegedly failed
initiatives, to get the facts straight, and to understand the
political (in the broadest sense) forces well enough to
recognize the limits of the possible. And then there are the
difficulties that derive from an author's academic and
professional orientation-in this case, planning. However,
before we address these problems let us first carefully
summarize Ms. Dillaway's story.
The story starts with a brief recounting of Buffalo's
economic history. The city started as an entrep6t, a place
for trading and trans-shipment of goods, as a result of being
the place where the Erie Canal met that great inland
waterway known as the Great Lakes. First, goods moved
between lake freighters and canal boats; later, between lake
freighters and railroad cars. After electric power from
Niagara Falls reached Buffalo, the city quickly diversified
its economy into milling the Midwestern grain that moved
through Buffalo and expanded its existing iron works and
related manufacturing facilities into steel mills and their
related manufacturing facilities. Such expansion meant
that by the early part of the Twentieth Century, the city
was the second largest railhead after Chicago and the
second largest grain port after Minneapolis.
Two world wars hid the fact that Buffalo's economy
was, nevertheless, only superficially healthy. In 1900 the
city was the eighth largest in the United States; by 1910 it
1. DIANA DILLAWAY, POWER FAILURE: POLITICS,
ECONOMIC FUTURE OF BUFFALO, NEW YORK (2006).
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was tenth; by 1920, eleventh; and by 1930, thirteenth. The
city was growing, but Detroit, Los Angeles, Pittsburgh,
Milwaukee, and San Francisco were growing faster. Ms.
Dillaway identifies five factors that caused this decline: (1)
shifts in transportation patterns; (2) the failure of steel
companies to invest in the newest technology in the face of
global over capacity after World War II; (3) the
disappearance of locally owned and operated businesses; (4)
a militant, effective union movement; and (5) a highly
fractured leadership, both public (as a result of a
fragmented governmental structure) and private.
Next, Ms. Dillaway expands upon this last factor in
Buffalo's decline: the state of Buffalo's leadership in the
Fifties. First, she focuses on three differing groups of
individuals who held power: the traditional WASP elite, an
alliance headed by two bankers and the Buffalo Evening
News' publisher, tied together in a social and Protestant
religious network; the Irish, Italian, and Polish ethnic
communities that were held together by the Catholic
Church and the Democratic Party's ethnic spoils system;
and an economic grouping dominated by bankers and
lawyers that only sometimes enlisted the talents of
manufacturers. The first two were deeply wed to the status
quo, but not, therefore, to each other, as can be shown by
the editorial competition between the Buffalo News and the
Buffalo Courier-Express, a more working class, ethnic
neighborhood-focused paper. Similarly, the bankers were
not monolithic, as indicated by the hostile competition
between the two largest banks. Nor was even the business
community unified, as shown by a rivalry between the city's
Chamber of Commerce and the much smaller Greater
Buffalo Development Foundation, which seems to have
been formed because of dissatisfaction with the inability of
the larger, and so more unwieldy, Chamber to address
development issues. Buffalo's was not a monolithic elite.
With the economic and social structure of the city
established, Ms. Dillaway starts her presentation of
Buffalo's visible decline in the Sixties. Here she notes the
efforts at slum clearance, especially along the waterfront
southwest of downtown and in an African-American
neighborhood east of downtown and several successful
building projects in downtown-a new mall and four bank
buildings-and one failed project-a convention center sited
to help revitalize an old hotel that, perhaps duplicitously,
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was turned into office space. She also details the growth of
African-American political power exemplified by the
creation of a self-help organization called BUILD. However,
most of the discussion is focused on what Ms. Dillaway
asserts are three projects that might have "slowed or
football stadium
reversed the city's economic decline," 2-a
located near downtown, a University campus located on the
downtown waterfront, and a rapid transit system designed
to link downtown and the suburbs. The first two were built
in suburban locations and are seen as examples of issues
where the various city elites could not agree on what to do,
in part because some feared change to their cozy
domination of Buffalo's social and economic spheres. The
third took forever to complete and never actually linked the
city to even one suburb; it well deserves the label of a
"shaggy dog story."
Ms. Dillaway's discussion of the Seventies is aptly
called "Crisis," for it is during these years that the area's
heavy manufacturing economy largely crumbled and
Buffalo came close to declaring bankruptcy. In 1971,
Bethlehem Steel cut its workforce in half; by the early
Eighties its plant was all but closed and Republic Steel's
facilities were completely closed. Six of the city's thirteen
railroads declared bankruptcy. Houdaille Industries,
National Gypsum, Carborundum, and Western Electric
moved their plants elsewhere. All tolled, about ninety
factories were closed and thirty thousand manufacturing
jobs, lost. Thus, manufacturing employment declined by
16.3% while finance, insurance, and real estate employment
grew by 28.8% as banking and other services became a
more prominent part of the economy. Overall, employment
in the region grew by a paltry 1.3%.
Closed plants and bankrupt railroads do not pay taxes,
and so, by the middle of the decade, Buffalo was on the
brink of bankruptcy, saved only by creative finance followed
by significant infusions of state and federal funds. Not
much economic development took place during these years,
although an apparently good plan for such was put forth by
the Greater Buffalo Development Foundation only to be
ignored amidst predictable business infighting. The
convention center was opened, but it lacked the hotel rooms

2. Id. at 97.
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necessary to support it. The project to build a rapid transit
network diddled along. Attempts to build business
leadership quickly collapsed as the two existing business
organizations continued feuding. This feud was stoked by
their fight over control of the newly formed the Erie County
Industrial Development Agency, an entity that was
designed to lure industry into the region with low-cost
financing and tax breaks, but was so feeble that it could
neither entice nor force the Town of Amherst to join it. With
business in disarray, organized labor, having suffered
massive job losses, was in no mood to cooperate and refused
to do so. Amidst all of this chaos and destruction, the
Democratic machine was turned out of City Hall by a
renegade Democrat, elected as an Independent, who built
and maintained his own political organization, based in
Irish neighborhoods, with a patronage network separate
from that of the Democratic Party. He pointedly shunned a
growing African-American community that, like the city
itself, saw its organizations fail as the economy lowered all
boats.
Ms. Dillaway begins her discussion of the Eighties by
recognizing that, at this time, new leaders appeared in the
city. Foremost was the then still new mayor who served for
sixteen years and somewhat surprisingly built a good
relationship with the business community. He used nonprofit government corporations to control and spend federal
funds without the Common Council's political involvement,
infuriating the Council and especially its African-American
members. New faces also appeared in the business
community. An informal organization of bankers, lawyers,
and businessmen called the "Group of 18" that, for a
change, included the president of the University at Buffalo,
was born out of frustration with the endless fighting
between the two major business organizations and quickly
superseded both. When the business community could be
convinced to speak, it now could speak with one voice and
did so when attempting to retain jobs when area businesses
threatened to move. So too could the newspapers, as the
Buffalo Evening News, under new ownership, absorbed the
Courier-Express and then moderated its editorial policy a
bit.
With fewer people at the table, several projects were
completed: two hotels, two office buildings, and a baseball
stadium. Even organized labor participated by providing
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mortgage money for one of the hotels. And work was begun
on the development of a medical campus near downtown
combining a large hospital, a state funded cancer research
hospital, a medical research organization, and UB's Medical
School. At long last the rapid transit system was finished;
no one would say that it was completed, as a lack of funds
caused by the endless delays in settling on a plan meant
that it never reached its intended terminus at the UB
campus in Amherst.
There were, however, some dropped balls, as usual.
Plans for waterfront development, bruited about for over
twenty years, were haggled over, but only barely begun.
The only tangible markers of these efforts were the
construction of some high-end residences. And despite the
Council's best efforts, the neighborhoods, especially AfricanAmerican ones, and the Buffalo Public Schools suffered
from a lack of attention. Flight to the suburbs continued, as
did heavy dependence on state and federal subsidies, about
which Ms. Dillaway, quoting the noted urbanist Jane
Jacobs, comments, "[H]eavy and unremitting subsidies are
transactions of decline, and once adopted, the need for them
grows greater with time, and the wherewithal for supplying
'3
them grows less.
Ms. Dillaway barely discusses the Nineties which saw
the return of the Democratic Party, largely stripped of its
former organization, to power in City Hall, not that this
change altered the now traditionally hostile relations
between the Mayor and the Common Council. Still,
business groups merged into the Buffalo Niagara
Partnership and increasing hints of multi-county regional
cooperation appeared. Neither seemed to lead to anything.
New plans were announced for South Buffalo, for
downtown, and for the waterfront, but never implemented.
Indeed, the only significant development project was the
work of a major bank in supporting a single Buffalo
elementary school with amazing results. In a replay of
dozens of similar disputes over the preceding forty years, a
"rancorous debate" over an expanded Peace Bridge to
Canada "became a fight without reason, filled with the

3. Id. at 187 (quoting JANE JACOBS, CITIES AND THE WEALTH OF NATIONS:
PRINCIPLES OF ECONOMIC LIFE 193-94 (1984)).

2007]

BUFFALO'S ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

1543

symbolism of power and control." 4 And then the city
collapsed into effective bankruptcy for a second time, this
time aided by a state imposed control board, proving Jane
Jacobs right. "Failure" was there for all to see. Whether it
was a failure of the "Power" possessed by the banker and
lawyer elite that Ms. Dillaway asserts is the heir to the
WASP elite of the Fifties, is another matter entirely.
In her introduction, Ms. Dillaway states that she sees
her story about economic development in Buffalo as "a
study of form (the structure of power), function (the process
of planning), and outcomes (initiatives)." 5 This is an odd
list. First, unless the structure of power is coextensive with
the economy of a location, something important is missing
from the analysis-that economy. Second, "initiatives" are
not the outcomes of "planning," though one hopes that they
follow the planning. Rather, outcomes are best seen as the
actual achievements in terms of economic development,
whether the result of planning or not, for among the
questions to be asked in any story of economic development
is the degree to which planning influenced actual outcomes.
It is always possible that a planning exercise could
misunderstand the economic conditions in a location, as
well as the structure of power there, and so that plans,
however sensible on their own terms, however inclusive of
all parties' interests, however formally exemplary as an
instantiation of the tenets of modern planning theory, could
yield nothing. So, let us next look at questions about the
accuracy of Ms. Dillaway's assessments of economy and of
power. After all, since the book's thesis is built around a
claimed "Power Failure," a reader's initial question ought to
be, 'Whose power failed, how, and why?" The answer may
vary in the three decades she focuses on.
Ms. Dillaway claims that in the Sixties, the traditional
WASP elite either failed to support or actively blocked
major projects critical to Buffalo's future. The projects were
a football stadium for downtown, a university campus on
the downtown waterfront, and a rapid transit system to
link downtown and the suburbs. And she argues that had
these projects been completed, Buffalo's future would have
been brighter, that it could have escaped its crisis in the
4. Id. at 204.
5. Id. at 20.
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Seventies. Is this likely to be true? When one looks at each
of these projects, it is hard to conclude that they were as
important as Ms. Dillaway claims, or that these Sixties
elites played as significant a role in the decisions as she
claims, or that these decisions were in fact wrong on the
merits or so critical to Buffalo's future.
A downtown football stadium would have consumed
substantial real estate for its footprint and, more
importantly, for parking. Other uses probably would have
generated more city revenue. Such a stadium is used ten
times a year (two exhibitions, eight regular season games,
and possibly one or two more playoff games). For the
remaining 97% of the year, it is empty. It is hard to argue
that such a limited-use facility is a critical generator of
economic activity. It is far better to have a baseball stadium
(seventy to seventy-five games) or hockey arena (forty to
fifty games), than a football stadium. Of course, all three
properly located together would limit redundant parking
and improve the economies of scale, but the football
stadium is the least important of the trio.
Dual purpose (baseball/football) stadiums were all the
rage in the Sixties. Cincinnati, Pittsburgh, Oakland, San
Francisco, Houston, Minneapolis, and Seattle come to mind.
Most of these localities have abandoned the concept and
invested heavily in new facilities since then. Even in
retrospect, Buffalo's rejection of a downtown football
stadium does not seem inherently wrong.
The development of a SUNY/Buffalo (the pre-existing
University of Buffalo, newly merged into the State
University in 1962) campus on the downtown waterfront,6
for which Dillaway argues, was never a realistic prospect.
Her account ignores or misstates the critical facts. When
the issue of where to locate the expanded University was
under consideration, essentially in 1963 and 1964, two sites
were seriously considered: expansion of the existing campus
onto the Grover Cleveland Golf Course at Main and Bailey
and into the surrounding neighborhoods along Main Street,
or purchase of a larger site in the near suburbs. Amherst

6. The following discussion of the location of the SUNY/Buffalo campus is a
condensation of the discussion of the topic in WILLIAM R. GREINER & THOMAS E.
HEADRICK, WITH W.J. SNYDER, LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION: A SPATIAL
HISTORY OF THE UNIVERSITY OF/AT BUFFALO (forthcoming 2007).
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was the logical location because of proximity to and ease of
movement from the existing campus and because the
University already owned 246 acres in the area. Contrary to
Ms. Dillaway's account, the University came to that
ownership initially as a way to obtain Grover Cleveland
Park in the Fifties. Already needing space for expansion, it
offered the City $500,000 for the park. The City set the
price at $1 million. The University then bought the private
Audubon Course in Amherst for about $500,000, hoping to
swap it for Grover Cleveland. However, before the swap
could be negotiated, the Town of Amherst, flush with state
subsidies, took the Audubon Course for public recreation
purposes. The hope of getting the City to make Grover
Cleveland available by swapping land having disappeared,
UB used the proceeds from Amherst's action to purchase
land adjacent to the Audubon Course.
When the State, with its eminent domain powers,
entered the picture in 1962, Grover Cleveland came back
into the University's thinking. Most of the UB campus
leadership and faculty groups favored expanding the UB
campus at Main and Bailey and holding the Amherst land
for peripheral campus activities, such as research facilities,
married student housing, and athletics. But the State
University administration feared that an expanded UB
campus at that location would not accommodate the longterm growth of the University and would create tensions
with the City and local residents over Grover Cleveland and
expansion into the surrounding neighborhoods. Thus, the
SUNY Trustees chose the Amherst site in 1964, while
keeping the existing campus for the Medical and other
Health Science Schools.
All State University and UB records leading up to the
decision to locate the campus in Amherst are devoid of any
mention of the Waterfront site, except one-the Moore
Report commissioned by the State University Construction
Fund-a state entity separate from the State University
and often at loggerheads with it over SUNY campus siting
and construction issues. Moore had no substantial contact
either with UB or SUNY officials in preparing his report.
Not surprisingly, State University officials gave the Moore
Report little attention because it came late in the process
(February of 1964), came from a suspect source (the
Construction Fund), and was rather superficial in its
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approach, totally ignoring how the University might
function in any of the six locations it surveyed.
Then, how did the possibility of a Waterfront University
ever rise to the level of public consciousness that Ms.
Dillaway describes? Pretty much the way she recounts. Two
years later, a group of Buffalo citizens found out about
Moore's listing of the Waterfront among the possible sites,
stimulated some newspaper coverage, part of the endless
competition between the city's newspapers, and thus
created public pressure on the Governor during an election
year. The pressure resulted in a study to be completed after
the election by a process tilted toward the much larger
Amherst site, which by that time had been substantially
acquired by SUNY. The result was obvious.
The history of UB's development shows that the
Waterfront site was never a possibility. Moreover, a careful
examination of the site would reveal that it was too small,
faced serious delays involving federal Urban Renewal and
Corps of Engineers approvals, and entailed the substantial
dislocation that would accompany the relocation of perhaps
16,000 residents. And even then, its size would have
constrained further development, and so would have been a
disaster for the growth of the University as a leading
institution for the state and nation. It is also clear that the
decision rested with the State University officials in Albany
who were not inclined to listen to Buffalo people, whether
they were UB leaders and faculty, social-economic elites, or
Johnny-come-lately Buffalo politicians, if their advice
contravened the long-term SUNY plans for UB.
In Ms. Dillaway's view, the Waterfront University
would have revitalized downtown commerce, increased
demand for entertainment, hotels, and health services, and
diversified
the
city's economic
base
away from
manufacturing. The WASP elite, she argues, feared the
intrusion of progressive faculty and radical students into
the mix of Buffalo politics. All of this is doubtful. First of
all, the largest Waterfront site was 423 acres, roughly onethird the size of UB's current campuses. It would have
provided little or no space for dormitories. Most students
would have commuted from their homes or apartments
spread throughout the region. Their demand for retail and
other services downtown would have been minimal. Faculty
and staff, moreover, would have been most likely to locate
where their children would get a good education. The
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Buffalo Public Schools would have been low on that list, and
its private schools beyond most faculty member's means. As
for political impact, Amherst politics have scarcely been
radicalized by the 4,000+ faculty and staff and over 25,000
students who work and study there. Thus, on the facts and
projected beneficial impact of a Waterfront University, Ms.
Dillaway is just plain wrong.
The third project hampered or blocked by the WASP
elite was the rapid transit link or links to the suburbs.
According to Ms. Dillaway, such a system would have
brought suburbanites who had fled the city back downtown
and revived its economy with an enclosed mega-shopping
mall, costing $26 million in public funds. That was unlikely
for two reasons beyond the cost. First, Buffalo is an easy car
travel town. From many suburban locations, downtown is
at most a thirty-minute drive. Rapid transit would not cut
the time or ease of traveling to downtown. It would help
those without cars, but they then lived in Buffalo, not the
suburbs, and still do. For them, a good bus system is more
important than a single channel rapid transit line. Second,
such retail businesses as might be expected to grow
followed people to suburban housing (the City of Buffalo
was completely built out by the Fifties) where there was
ample land for diversified shopping malls, strip commercial,
and free parking. No downtown retail development, even
one served by a network of rapid transit lines, could have
competed with the convenience of suburban retail.
Perhaps the WASP elite had enough influence to block
these three developments in the Sixties. But the plain truth
is that even if they had not, it would not have made the
Buffalo that Ms. Dillaway claims. So much for
difference for
those years. 7
7. Objections to the tone of this section (and the following ones) for undue
pessimism and unwarranted optimism have been offered by two friends, Sara
Faherty and Fred Konefsky, respectively. We doubt that we are unduly
pessimistic; the City elite's record with respect to the political economy of
development has been, and continues to be, terrible. It cannot even identify
economic development opportunities accurately, as evidenced by the fact that
all three of the projects from the Sixties that are still bruited about today were
of a mostly symbolic, rather than of any economic, value. Less elite groups have
not done much better at separating symbolic from economic value. Symbols
count, but inexpensive, quickly realized symbols probably count most.
As for unwarranted optimism, we tend to believe that some things other
than the ones identified in the City elite's collective memory might have been
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Power shifted in the Seventies because the issues
shifted. The issues became how to reverse or slow the
decline in manufacturing, how to best use government
funds, and how to develop and attract new businesses. As
part of the change, labor unions, politicians, and bankers
acquired power. According to Ms. Dillaway, they used it
poorly. Little was accomplished. Her explanation is that
they had access to good studies, sensible ideas, and
adequate plans, but they failed to act in a concerted
fashion. But should that have been expected? We think not,
because for each of the main players, doing so would have
required a major transformation.
Business organizations would have had to agree to
shelve their turf wars. Labor unions would have had to
cooperate with management and give back some hard-won
benefits from the past. The City's Democratic Party, built
on ethnic neighborhood patronage, would have had to give
more prominence to the African-Americans and their
leadership than the Italians, Poles, and Irish would have
been willing to cede. White ethnics were moving to the
suburbs, but those that stayed were not inclined to share a
smaller pie with the proportionately growing AfricanAmerican population. Such accommodations take more
than a decade. As a result, an African-American leader
could, and did, win the Democratic nomination for mayor,
but the white ethnic Democrats rallied behind a white Irish
Democrat/Independent who ran against his party and won,
and won again and again and again.

done, not so much to moderate the destruction of the area's economy, but to
accelerate a bit any potential recovery. For example, if reconceived, at least one
of the Sixties projects-the subway-might have been of modest economic
value. Indeed, reconceived it still would be. Ignoring the fact that federal
monies were available only for subways, a wise person in the early Sixties
might have recognized that eventually the suburbs were going to dwarf the City
economically. Though that recognition would have been a blow to the City elite's
ego then (and probably now), that wise person might have used the large pot of
money that went into the subway to reorganize the area's transit system to link
city residents to suburban office/light industrial parks and to develop
circumferential routes that linked such suburban locations to each other.
Designed to meet peak-early morning and late afternoon-ridership
generously, such reorganization might have had modestly positive
environmental impact as well. If the willingness to offer this idea suggests
unwarranted optimism, then we are guilty here too.

2007]

BUFFALO'S ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

1549

The bankers were surely willing to support efforts by
the state and county to attract new businesses, but the
funds for such an endeavor had to be managed by a
government agency, which basically had to start from
scratch in a difficult environment. New businesses needed
or wanted lower taxes, but the declining tax base
encouraged raising rates to shore up declining revenues.
New businesses needed labor with more skills than were
had by the workers displaced by declining manufacturing,
as well as lower interest rates, which the banks facing
growing inflation could not provide. In these years the deck
was pretty well stacked against these efforts at trying to
rebuild the local economy.
Maybe some foresighted politicians, bankers, and other
business and labor leaders could have come together and
allocated the declining local and heavily-monitored outside
resources to the long-term advantage of the Buffalo region.
But how would such leadership emerge from the past
framework of labor-management relations and from
political organizations, both built on quid pro quo
exchanges? How could local priorities be implemented with
the strings attached to the state and federal handouts? Ms.
Dillaway does not explain how these things might have
taken place. Planning alone is not likely to have made it
happen. So much for the Seventies.
Ms. Dillaway characterizes the Eighties as "new
leaders, old structure."8 It's a fair assessment. The old
WASP elite was replaced by a new group of bankers,
lawyers, and UB's President-many coming to Buffalo from
elsewhere. They came together as the "Group of 18." They
were supported by the new ownership of the Buffalo
Evening News-an absentee with imported, resident
management. The newspaper's ownership had chased its
competitor into closing down and, thus, became the single
voice on public issues. The Mayor had solidified his power
and excluded dissonant voices from decision-making. But as
Ms. Dillaway makes clear, both of those loci of power were
too indecisive to be able to move forward on a broad agenda.
Next, Ms. Dillaway bemoans the over-representation of
lawyers and bankers and the relative absence of
manufacturers and other business owners among these new
8. DILLAWAY, supranote 1, at 158.
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leaders. But bankers and lawyers have the greatest interest
in attracting new businesses and, thus, new clients.
Manufacturers and other businesses had their hands full in
a tough economy and certainly did not want to attract more
local competition. On the issue of broader representation,
which Ms. Dillaway urges, she is right in noting that
Ethnic/Catholic leaders and African-American leaders were
not included in this self-selected group. Both, however,
retained some power to block or frustrate any new
initiatives.
So, again, the question remains: What were the
alternatives that might have led to better results? How
would a more inclusive power structure emerge in the
setting constructed by the past? Consider the Buffalo
waterfront. Because it was once the Niagara Frontier Port
Authority, created in the Fifties to revitalize the Port of
Buffalo, the Niagara Frontier Transportation Authority
controlled much of the waterfront. Since it had to bankroll
public transit in the Buffalo area, including the subway, a
colossal money loser despite its significant ridership, it was
unwilling to yield control of any of that land, the
development of which it, rightly or not, saw as providing
income to support the transit system. The City had little to
offer for the project, except a forum where neighborhood
racial and ethnic politics could be played out while
shadowboxing over other issues, that and zoning approval.
Possible funding sources have their own, not necessarily
compatible, agendas. Potential developers just want to
make money and, to the extent that they are going to rely
on private lenders, will be held to rather stiff tests of
marketability. With cross currents such as these, it is
hardly a surprise that the project did not move forward
despite endless planning followed by photo-ops and glossy
brochures.
Why might a case study such as this one
misunderstand and misestimate the forces on the ground,
as it were? After all, Ms. Dillaway's work in interviewing
participants or even onlookers to the events that she
chronicles is exemplary and her archival research
significant. In no sense has this book been tossed off. To us
it seems that one reason is disciplinary. Ms. Dillaway is a
planner. She speaks as if a properly researched, welldocumented plan will convince any and all parties in the
game, and so almost execute itself. All right-thinking people
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will agree. But such plans usually ignore entrenched
interests, personalities and egos, and past conflicts with
their attendant scores to be settled, that together really
shape what happens. A good plan starts from that reality
base and tries to construct a path to a new power structure,
new goals, and new methods of implementation by creating
new perceptions of self-interest and by logrolling and
trading. But a good plan also needs new money, and
although Ms. Dillaway lists the new money coming into
Buffalo, she does not take account of the money that
disappeared. It is altogether likely that the bottom line was
a loss, that the pie grew smaller, given the slow growth, the
out-migration from the region, the ravages of inflation, and
unemployment over the period from 1965 to 1990.
Equally distinctive is the presence of an odd confusion
that some species of planners make. Power Failureis a book
about an economy in decline and so about economic
development. Yet, only two narrowly conceived economic
development
projects are mentioned-the
Thruway
Industrial Park on abandoned railroad property and the
Buffalo-Niagara Medical Campus. Instead, the book
highlights endless disputes over public facilities envisioned
as bringing collateral economic benefits: the football
stadium, the UB campus, the light-rail, the waterfront, the
Peace Bridge. This conflation of public works with economic
development, an understandably necessary bastardization
of cost/benefit analysis in a capitalist country, is common
among planners. The roads, water and sewer lines, and
street lighting, as well as the educational resourcesschools and labor skills-that support private investment in
the retention or expansion of economic activity are slighted,
as if the lack of plausible photo-ops for the players in the
game means that such things are unimportant to economic
(or even neighborhood) development. Instead, public
facilities are highlighted. This is a planner's blindness.
And then there is the matter of inclusion. As part of
their notion of the self-executing plan, one that because of
its quality all will buy into, planners today emphasize
inclusiveness. So, near the end of her book, Ms. Dillaway
observes, "In order for economic development to work,
Buffalo's political
and
economic
leadership
must
incorporate minority leaders into the heart of the regional
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planning process." 9 And again, "This, then, is Buffalo's
challenge: to identify and implement a common ground of
leadership that serves Buffalo and the region well." 10 Such
was not always the case. Arguably the most effective
planner and implementer in New York State history was
the still much reviled Robert Moses, who consulted no one,
never built without his own monetary base, and reported
only occasionally to the Governor. To separate planning
from execution is a planner's mistake, as can be seen from
Ms. Dillaway's recurrent pleas to increase the number of
people at the table.1 1 Yet, this book recounts a truly
fractionated set of power relations in which a very large
number of people had vetoes, explicit or by virtue of simple
non-cooperation, over development projects. Increasing the
number of participants with veto power is a recipe for a
thin, pork-filled stew, small projects that threaten no one,
modestly improve neighborhood amenities, and do little or
nothing for the economy as a whole. It is just possible that
Buffalo's power failure is that it has had too much of this
kind of planning.
However, merely to speak of "Buffalo" in this singular,
isolated sense is to identify a still larger problem with this
book than the professional identity of its author. Ms.
Dillaway fails to recognize, much less to answer the
question, "What is Buffalo?" This is a common failure
among Buffaloons, and Ms. Dillaway, a member of one of
Buffalo's most prominent families, is properly seen as a
native. At times, her Buffalo is a city hemmed in by
uncooperative suburbs. At other times, it is an economic
region, stretching across two counties and possibly into
Canada. Ms. Dillaway seems caught up for the most part in
Buffalo as the city. But as an economy, it is the region that
matters. Bethlehem Steel left Lackawanna, not Buffalo.
GM is in Tonawanda, and its troubled offshoot, Delphi, in
Lockport. Ford is in Blasdell. Ms. Dillaway gives scant
attention to the role, accomplishments, and failures of Erie
County government in advancing the region's economy and
no attention to the towns and their economic development
efforts. She bemoans the stadium in Orchard Park and the

9. Id. at 215.
10. Id. at 217-18.
11. See id. at 85-88, 97-99, 108-10, 140-42.
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University in Amherst, but both have prospered. Despite all
the movement of NFL franchises, the Bills are still in
Buffalo. The University has far exceeded the size and the
strength and reputation it might have achieved had it been
located on the Waterfront. This is Ms. Dillaway's greatest
failing. She by-passed or ignored her real subject, the real
Buffalo, not the one whose boundaries were drawn over a
century and a half ago. It's not that the real Buffalo hasn't
had or doesn't now have problems, but a more complete
picture would have been more accurate and less contrived.
It might have provided a better basis for understanding the
region's past and so for moving on.

