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A man sits on a bench across
from Parcel 5 next to
Windstream and Democrat and
Chronicle building.
TINA MACINTYRE-YEE/ROCHESTER
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O
n a mid-March afternoon, you can hear every raindrop falling in downtown

Rochester. The city’s center is nearly barren. l Marco Murca, a 26-year-old

part-owner of Peach Blossom, a mom-and-pop Mexican eatery near the cor-

ner of State and Main, says the lack of foot traffic is bad for business. l Murca

heard from other small business owners in the area that a Business Improvement District

was supposed to offer a lifeline by enriching the area. However, the services might have

come with a cost — higher rent. l Peach Blossom has a specific budget, and a rent hike

would change everything.

“There are times when we are
living paycheck to paycheck,” he
said. Then he went back to pre-
paring a crunchy chicken quesa-
dilla.

If Murca had to pay more, he
would want to see the money in
action, for example, an extra lay-
er of security. Peach Blossom
dealt with several break-ins and
incidents that made the busi-
ness question whether it should
stay downtown.

Next door, James Frutiger,
part owner of Squatcho’s, a veg-
an pizza joint, heard a BID could
fix that, too. He wanted to know
how. Besides rumors and gossip,
Frutiger didn’t know much
about BID. 

The message had been lost in
translation somewhere between
his pizzeria and the decision-
makers at City Hall.

Inside story of
the BID collapse 

Upset residents kill Rochester plan
Robert Bell, Kayla Canne and Steve Howe Rochester Democrat and Chronicle | USA TODAY NETWORK

Rochester Downtown
Development Corp. had been
proposing a Business
Improvement District.
SHAWN DOWD/

DEMOCRAT AND CHRONICLE

See BID, Page 14A

yAccording to its supporters, a BID in downtown Rochester will leverage new resources to generate
activities and services that strengthen the local economy, stimulate vibrancy, and create inclusive

communities. ROBERT BELL/ROCHESTER DEMOCRAT AND CHRONICLE
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People of color and those living in
poor neighborhoods are suffering the
steepest drops in life expectancy in the
Finger Lakes region as systemic racism
fueled health inequality, a new report
shows.

Spikes in the number of deaths from
drug overdoses, homicide, heart disease
and COVID-19 led to a three-year drop in
life expectancy overall in the Finger
Lakes from 2013 to 2021, according to an
analysis by Common Ground Health.

The average life expectancy for the
region peaked at 80.5 years in 2013 be-
fore falling to 77.3 years by 2021, the
health research and planning group
found.

Life expectancy declines were largest
for people of color and people living in
ZIP codes with low socioeconomic sta-
tus, leading to the largest gap in life ex-
pectancies since at least 2000, the re-
port noted.

Among the findings:
h In 2021, those living in the low-sta-

tus ZIP codes had a life expectancy that
was 9.2 years lower than those living in
high socioeconomic status ZIP codes.

h Life expectancies fell 7.5 years for
Black non-Latino residents and 6.8
years for Latino residents from their re-
spective peaks.

h In contrast, the life expectancy of
white residents declined only 2.5 years.

“The color of your skin or amount of
resources in your neighborhood should
not determine how long you live,” Wade
Norwood, CEO of Common Ground
Health said in a statement.

“We know how to close these gaps:
we can reverse overdoses, we can de-
escalate violence and we can prevent 

Region sees
drop in life
expectancy,
report says
Biggest change among
minorities and the poor

David Robinson
New York State Team

USA TODAY NETWORK

See LIFE, Page 15A

Once-in-a-lifetime 
total solar eclipse

Coming Monday, you’ll find 
area eclipse happenings at 

DemocratandChronicle.com.

On Wednesday, a special 
print edition will chronicle 

and commemorate the event.
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drug addiction, heart disease and CO-
VID,” he added, noting public health ef-
forts focused on addressing social de-
terminants of health are key.

How Rochester compares to U.S.
on life expectancy 

But as the nation forges ahead in a
post-pandemic world, some signs of
progress towards improving public
health overall have emerged.

Life expectancy nationally rose to
77.5 years on average in 2022, a slight
increase of 1.1 years from 2021, the latest

Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion analysis found.

The turnaround stemmed largely
from decreases in mortality due to CO-
VID-19, heart disease, cancer, uninten-
tional injuries and homicide.

Although life expectancy has slightly
improved, it continues to remain below
its peak of 78.9 years, occurring a dec-
ade ago. 

The U.S. life expectancy also falls be-
hind other comparable countries.

For men, life expectancy increased
1.3 years from 73.5 in 2021 to 74.8 in
2022. 

For women, life expectancy in-
creased 0.9 year from 79.3 in 2021 to
80.2 in 2022.

What is contributing to the

decade-long decline in life
expectancy?

The COVID-19 pandemic and fatal
drug overdoses are causing a large
death toll in the U.S. COVID deaths took
about 186,552 lives in 2022. 

In comparison, fatal overdoses con-
sumed 107,941 lives. “Age-adjusted rate
of drug overdose deaths nearly quadru-
pled from 8.2 in 2002 to 32.6 in 2022,”
CDC officials noted. The rate did not sig-
nificantly change between 2021 and
2022.

Heart disease and cancer are the
leading causes of death in the U.S and
have been so since the early-to-mid
1990s, according to the CDC. COVID-19
was the third-leading cause of death in
2021, but in 2022 it fell behind “uninten-

tional injuries,” which includes drug
overdoses.

Why do some people live longer
than others?

Dr. Amit Shah, an internist and geria-
trician with Mayo Clinic in Arizona told
USA TODAY Network that “up to 25% of
longevity is genetic.” The rest, he said,
comes down “to factors that are in our
control.” Diet and exercise are two fac-
tors that can impact our longevity.

Socioeconomic status also plays a
major role in healthy aging and longev-
ity, with impoverished areas that have
limited access to healthcare being the
hardest hit.

Sara Chernikoff of USA TODAY con-
tributed to this report.

Life
Continued from Page 1A

support BID.
Councilmembers Mary Lupien and

Stanley Martin joined her.

What was missing argument for
the BID?

Kate Washington was working in City
Hall as the deputy commissioner of
neighborhood and business develop-
ment in 2014, the first time RDDC pro-
posed a BID. The proposal was prema-
ture back then, Washington said recent-
ly, as downtown was still in the early
stages of redevelopment.

This time she thinks the proposal
failed because organizers were market-
ing a preconceived position, rather than
truly collecting input from the commu-
nity, and their goals didn’t seem to go
deeper than buzzwords like “cleanli-
ness, beautification and safety.”

“Community engagement is an art
and a science,” she said. “First of all, you
have to understand the community and
community is not a monolithic group. …
Sometimes when we look at what we
call community engagement and com-
munity input, we tend to focus on who
people perceive as the leaders in those
communities.”

In this case, she said, the community
pushed back when their questions
weren’t answered. And though BID or-
ganizers thought they had the support
of influential politicians and business
stakeholders, that commitment
couldn’t last once voters started making
noise. 

BID was pushing ahead. Until it
wasn’t.

Plans for BID persisted despite grow-
ing community opposition.

RDDC drafted a district plan and
hosted pop-up events to gather commu-
nity feedback, answer questions and
dispel what they saw as misinforma-
tion. Just because a BID was detrimen-
tal in one city didn’t mean it would be in
Rochester. Galin Brooks and RDDC
wanted to make sure of that.

At the same time, the BID Education
Committee began conducting its own
public relations, hosting information
sessions and movie nights, including
the screening of “Jackson Heights,” a
documentary showing a Queens, New
York, community that successfully
stopped a business improvement dis-
trict from coming to their neighborhood.

Eventually, more than 33 storefront
businesses wrote an open letter to the
Rochester city council, urging them to
halt the BID.

Councilmember Willie Lightfoot read
that open letter at a city council meeting
in late February, almost two years after
he voted for RDDC to establish their dis-
trict plan for BID.

Lightfoot owns a barbershop on Jef-
ferson Avenue; he said as a small busi-
ness owner, it was necessary that mom-
and-pop shops felt included in the plans
for BID. From his perspective, they
weren’t. 

“We’re elected by the people, not by
big business and special interest,”
Lightfoot said.

The councilman’s thoughts on BID
had evolved. At the March 14 council
speak-to session, Lightfoot joined
Smith, Lupien and Martin in opposing
the proposed Business Improvement
District.

“My final decision was based on the
people who would be most affected by
it, and that’s the businesses.”

‘A testament to people organizing’

In a statement Thursday, RDDC and
PDR announced they were abandoning
the BID effort because of a lack of “polit-
ical will.”

Cheatle says the will of the people
forced the decision.

“The work the community has put in
to make sure that we all know what’s go-
ing on so we can advocate for our best
interests is huge,” she said. “That’s the
victory right there.”

Councilmember Stanley Martin
agreed. “It’s a testament to people orga-
nizing and building power,” Martin said.
“Council has to respond to community
pushback because they are elected by
the community.”

The BID only needed five votes to
pass.

Martin, Smith, Lupien and Lightfoot
were no’s. The remaining five council
votes remained up in the air, but a meet-
ing loomed between council and the BID
Education Committee that could have
swayed a fifth member to the opposi-
tion.

Even if it didn’t, what would happen
next year when a BID budget again re-
quired council approval? Five of the
nine council seats are up for reelection
in 2025. Without a more decisive major-
ity of backers, any shift in the legislative
body could prove dire for the BID — and
opponents at this month’s record-turn-
out speak-to-council session promised
to vote out councilmembers who
weren’t listening to their concerns.

“It wasn’t simply, how do we stand
this up?” PDR Chair Joe Stefko said Fri-
day. “But really, how do we stand this up
for long-term success and benefit for all
of downtown? Having four council-

members come out against the concept
prompted us to take stock of the reali-
ties on the ground.”

Their efforts over the last year and a
half weren’t all futile, though.

Brooks said more than 40 outreach
events helped the two organizations
better understand what people want
from their downtown area. 

She said the groups will return to pri-
vate fundraising efforts to meet some of
those goals, focusing on events, sup-
porting small businesses and address-
ing livability. However, each of those
things comes at a cost, and Stefko noted
that relying on voluntary contributions
means those projects will likely have to
be scaled down and lack the sustaina-
bility a BID would have offered.

“But it represents progress, and
that’s really what our downtown needs
and deserves at this point, and that’s
why we’re eager to pursue that path,” he
said.

Bob Duffy believes the shareholders
behind the BID effort are in a good place
with plans to move forward with a new
solution. 

“I was at a meeting yesterday, listen-
ing,” he said. “And to me, the atmos-
phere is very positive. There’s no anger,

there’s no finger-pointing.”
John Gary, the downtown renter,

didn’t jump for joy when he heard that
the BID effort had ended because “the
status quo isn’t all that wonderful.”

“I don’t feel like it’s going to prevent
people from doing things to revitalize
downtown. We don’t need a new bu-
reaucracy to manage revitalization.
People can make individual, targeted ef-
forts, and if they want to spend money
to do that sort of thing, then so be it.”

— Robert Bell is a multimedia jour-
nalist and reporter at The Democrat &
Chronicle. He was born in Rochester,
grew up in Philadelphia and studied
film in Los Angeles. Follow him at @by-
robbell on X and @byrobbell on IG. Con-
tact him at rlbell@gannett.com .

— Kayla Canne reports on communi-
ty justice and safety efforts for the Dem-
ocrat and Chronicle. Follow her on Twit-
ter @kaylacanne and @bykaylacanne
on Instagram. Get in touch at
kcanne@gannett.com.

— Steve Howe covers weather, cli-
mate and lake issues for the Democrat
and Chronicle and he grew up drinking
well water. Have any insight into Roch-
ester weather? Share with him at
showe@gannett.com.

Galin Brooks, the new CEO of the Rochester Downtown Development
Corporation, seen near the Genesee River in Downtown Rochester Aug. 18, 2022.
SHAWN DOWD/DEMOCRAT AND CHRONICLE

Kate Washington in a 2016 file photo speaks for the city of Rochester with small
business owner George Moses. MARY CHAO/DEMOCRAT AND CHRONICLE

On Oct. 2, 2023, supporters of No BID ROC stand outside the Hyatt Regency in
protest of RDDC's plan for the Business Improvement District during their State
of the ROC Economy conference. GENAE SHIELDS/DEMOCRAT AND CHRONICLE
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