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North Clinton Ave. feels tension of North Clinton Ave. feels tension of Rochester’sRochester’s
gun crisis, city’s responsegun crisis, city’s response
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Ricky Diaz has lived on North Clinton Avenue for four years – almost as long as Rochester has lived
under a city-ordered state of emergency.

He divides this neighborhood and its reputation of despair into sections. The sidewalks around his
home near Rauber Street and Don Samuel Torres Park are littered with thin white syringes and orange
caps, artifacts of the heroin problem that has a tight grip on his neighbors. Diaz Mnds the needles when
he walks his dog.

About four blocks north, past the Valero gas station and the International Plaza, that addiction devolves
into shootings and violence. Diaz said he mostly avoids the area around CliPord Avenue except to ride
through on his bicycle to Walmart, about two miles away.

“The main problem is the youngsters just want to hang out on the sidewalk and drink and smoke pot,”
he said. “They’re young and they think they are powerful people because they got guns.”

Who is responsible for keeping residents like Diaz safe? City oVcials have decided area business owners
should bear some of that burden.

Under state of emergency, city can shutter businesses in violent hot-spotsUnder state of emergency, city can shutter businesses in violent hot-spots

Mayor Malik Evans declared a state of emergency in July 2022 following a record-breaking year of
deadly violence. The order is citywide but recently found a [ash point on North Clinton Avenue a\er
city lawyers used those emergency powers to shut down a grocery store following an early morning
shooting.

The store’s owner, Yasser Saleh, said his shop wasn’t open at the time of the shooting and the
emergency closure forced him out of business for three months. The city’s top attorney, Patrick Beath,
said most closures last Mve days, but Saleh did not present a security plan to address an open parking
lot that “has been a problem for quite awhile.”

Saleh said the city now wants him to hire security guards and build a fence around his property – costs
he can’t aPord as a small business owner. He has taken them to court.

The city took other steps to clean up North Clinton this summer, including several raids of drug houses –
one operating within 300 feet of a daycare – and increased police patrols. Evans said drug activity has
consumed the corridor and le\ residents “hostages to their own environment.”

North Clinton Avenue businesses respond to state of emergencyNorth Clinton Avenue businesses respond to state of emergency

In separate interviews on a recent September day, several North Clinton Avenue business owners
acknowleged the harsh reality of addiction and violence on the corridor and debated how much blame
or responsibility the city could put on their shops.



WaMk Altawel, whose daughter owns a Puerto Rican food stall in the International Market, initially said
he understood why the city might have to “sacriMce” a shop for public safety.

“This area is a very dangerous area,” he said. “(North Clinton Avenue) is a drug spot – everybody knows
about it. The mayor, he wants to prevent the hang out. ... The store owner, he can’t control it. The police,
he can’t control it either. I think the mayor (was forced) in a corner.”
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He reconsidered when confronted with the idea that his shop could be shut down over outside violence,
too.

Altawel said he believes some businesses do foster an environment where violence can thrive – and the
city should be able to shut them down. But he said they need to investigate before taking action. He
wants more police patrols, but also recognizes how that could in turn hurt businesses.

“If the police cars stop here, no one’s coming to my store to buy,” he said. “But I need the safety of the
community.”

Public safety ePorts can create community tensionPublic safety ePorts can create community tension

That tension is evident all throughout the corridor, according to Beatriz LeBron, director of the Father
Tracy Advocacy Center. Le-Bron said some business owners don’t have an issue with people hanging
around their shops, even though police have long considered loitering a pretext to criminal activity.

Other shops might be hesitant to ask people to move along in fear that it will stir up trouble or
resentment, LeBron said. Those business owners are part of the community, too, and have to return to
face the same people day-to-day.

Saleh, the grocery store owner, said he provides surveillance footage to police when asked, but
challenged the idea that a fence around his parking lot would solve decades of destructive behavior on
North Clinton.

“I’m trying to have peace the best I can with the neighborhood,” he said. “I’ve been here for 23 years.”

“I’m trying to have peace the best I can with the neighborhood.”“I’m trying to have peace the best I can with the neighborhood.”
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