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8 competing to fill 4 seats on the Tonawanda City Council

By Michelle Kearns 

Updated: November 6, 2011, 9:09 AM 

NORTH TONAWANDA — Eight candidates for four Common Council seats want to address issues ranging from flooding to bringing back summer concerts and the mayor’s proposal to send police dispatch service to county control.

Four are trying for the two seats left open by departing Council members Catherine Schwandt and Dennis Pasiak. Two incumbents have challengers.

“Right now we’re trying to cut costs and still provide great service,” said Richard Andres, 31,a Republican of Ward 2, running for a second two-year term.

While he said he wants to consider the proposal to cut the six-person dispatch team, it seems like a reasonable money-saving option and in keeping with the council’s effort to keep taxes low, he said. The proposed budget for 2012 would keep tax rates the same.

“It could be the right move for the taxpayers,” he said. “I didn’t hear anybody say it can’t be done.”

A history teacher at North Tonawanda High School, Andres helped to recruit newly hired superintendent of public works Bradley Rowles who has been working on road improvements.  He said he wants to bring another summer concert series to the Erie Canal now that the Molson series has moved to Lockport. “We’re trying to lure another promoter back to the area,” he said.

His opponent Patrick Barry, 57, a Democrat, is retired from quality control at General Motors and now works in a warehouse for Christmas Central and Dave’s Christmas store.  Barry said he would like to work on improving roads and developing the community work of a citizen’s group he’s been part of for the last two years: Citizens on Patrol has 30 to 40 members and works with police on problems, such as closing down drug sales in a neighborhood house.

He opposes the mayor’s plan to move police dispatch service out of the city. “I think they’re making a quick action on that,” he said. “It can be a life and death decision.”  Barry would like to start informal town hall meetings to encourage public participation in government. “I’d like to hear from the citizens,” he said.

In Ward 3, newcomer and general practice lawyer Joshua Dubs is trying for Eric Zadzilka’s seat. Dubs, 29, a Rhode Island native, moved here to go to University at Buffalo law school.

“I view it as a genuine opportunity to help my neighbors,” he said of his desire to serve as alderman. “That’s sort of the reason I went into law.”  He said he would work to improve road drainage and street flooding. Moving police dispatch to county control is “a terrible idea.” Reinvesting in the local system seems safest, he said.

He would also be accessible to constituents and hold regular visiting hours at a local coffee shop.  “The plan would be to do it on a Saturday,” he said. “I will sit there for two hours and drink coffee. I’ll stay there until everybody has been heard.”

Zadzilka, 42, is running for a second term. He said he is proud of the council’s work to keep taxes low and the work to extend Meadow Drive to Erie Avenue and bring the new Walmart to the city. He is also pleased with Rowles’ approach to road repair and flooding by uncovering some of the covered drains on Sherwood Avenue, which is still being worked on.  In response to concern about the proposal to move dispatch services, Zadzilka has been meeting with department heads.

“We’re making progress and trying to hear it from all sides,” said Zadzilka, an optician who works with patients at a Williamsville practice. “I’m an approachable person.”

Two are trying for the seat in the 1st Ward left open by Pasiak, who decided to retire. “I’m sure that I’m going to win the election,” said Phillip “Russ” Rizzo, 78, running on the Republican ballot.  As he campaigns, he said he can tell people like his reputation for personal service.

“I know people remember what I did and I’m just campaigning on that,” he said.

A former owner of an office products business, he served for two years as a Niagara County legislator in the 9th district, which was eliminated as part of redistricting. He held this 1st Ward seat for eight years, from 2000 to 2008.  He said he would like to use $300,000 he helped procure as a legislator from the Niagara Power Authority for projects along the water, including turning boat-parking docks on River Road into fishing-only docks. “I would love to see that get known around Western New York as the finest fishery,” he said.

Democrat Louis Sprenger said he would like to work on flooding in the northwestern part of the city, if elected. Part of the problem, he thinks, is a dump site near Wheatfield and Witmer roads. “I’ve looked at it and watched and they have to get rid of the mounds of dirt back there first before they can remedy the flooding,” he said. “There is no easy fix.”  Sprenger, 68, a retired maintenance mechanic and pipefitter welder for Carborundum, had a 30-year career coaching Western New York Girls’ softball.

He said he doubts that moving dispatch services will save money once people consider the need for a second police officer to take over for the building monitoring duties now handled by a dispatcher.

“This will cost overtime. How much money are they really going to save?” he said.

Two vying for the at-large seat left open by Catherine Schwandt include Malcolm Needler, 60, a Republican and former Niagara County legislator with 20 years experience.  He is running on his record of working to keep taxes low and serving on a government reform task force: Their work led municipalities to create a purchasing group which saved money on office supplies.  While he said he would like to make sure that moving dispatch services would not sacrifice safety, he wants to work on big local issues. He said he was reluctant to be specific. “I do not want to raise an expectation that I may not be able to hit,” he said.

His opponent Kimberly Robertson, 41, a Democrat, spent a year filling an unexpired school board term in before losing her bid for re-election in 2009. Now a stay-at-home mother with a 9- year-old daughter, she has manages the Buffalo sales office of CornerStone, a telephone and internet service provider. She said she would apply her skill with people to maintain good relations with department heads, find a way to bring back a summer concert series and try to solve the city’s flooding problems.

“It’s uncontrolled,” she said. “It seems to me that when people complain and complain and complain about it, there needs to be some resolution.”
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