St. Lawrence University’s “Coming Home” Initiative:
A Model for Sustainable Community Development

Report to the April 24, 2007 North Country Symposium

Daniel F. Sullivan, President

In October of 2005, as part of a strategic assessment of the University’s Canton Initiative, we formulated a new initiative we called “Coming Home.”  The University’s Canton Initiative, begun in 1997, is about using up to $2 million in financial resources, some of the University’s unique land resources, and hopefully a high quality intellectual commitment to stimulate and improve the economic and quality of life vitality of the local Canton area.  We came to realize that while local economic development efforts and economic development expertise might well be best focused directly on attracting jobs to the area, that is not something that St. Lawrence is well positioned to accomplish, except with regard to growth in our own employment pool, which actually has grown by approximately 75 jobs since 1997.

As we assessed our special strengths, we noticed the strong affinity many of our alumni, faculty and staff have for the North Country—its beauty, its affordable quality of life, its nearness to four universities and the opportunities they offer, its nearness to attractive and exciting Canadian cities, its easy access to wonderful outdoor recreation areas.  In the case of alumni we saw over the last ten years, as St. Lawrence invested in itself and became more competitive and attractive, a growing yearning to “come back home,” either to locate a portable business near the university or retire near the university.  In the case of faculty and staff, for those same reasons, we saw an increased desire to remain in the area after retirement.

A major barrier was and is the supply of housing of a particular kind located strategically to enhance connections with the University.


As we thought about it, a different kind of local economic development strategy emerged that we believed St. Lawrence might be uniquely able to implement—one based on growing the number of households in the immediate Canton area.  [First slide:  Focus of Coming Home]  What if we could attract 100 St. Lawrence families back to Canton and the Canton area to live or own property, or keep St. Lawrence faculty and staff from moving away from Canton and the Canton area in retirement?  Rough calculations suggested that we might be able to add $10 million to the local property tax base because housing for those families would have to be constructed or improved.  If these families spent on average six months in the area, this initiative might bring at least $5 million in personal income to the area—$50,000 per returning family.  This increased property and sales tax base would help support necessary local government, public education and welfare services; the increased number of households and their spending would increase demand for local retail services and amenities; and it would therefore, indirectly, support an increase in local jobs.  That is the theory of it.

A major advantage we have is that multiple times a year the University communicates to its alumni through the St. Lawrence Magazine, letters from the president, and in other ways, and each year thousands of alumni come back to campus for reunions, for athletic and cultural events, to interact with our students in our many careers programs, and—increasingly—to bring their college age children to look at St. Lawrence as a possible place to attend college.  We can communicate to our alumni about this initiative at essentially zero marginal communications and marketing cost.

So in October, 2005, the Board of Trustees approved this new focus within the Canton Initiative.


We surmised that alumni, and retiring faculty and staff would likely be drawn back to the Canton area or enticed to stay here with one of three types of living: homes within walking distance to the University, homes built on large land parcels, and homes on property with waterfront.  In addition, we believed that our alumni, faculty and staff would be especially attracted to homes that were highly energy efficient, indeed that were developed within a sustainable design model very much like the LEEDS certification we are obtaining on our new Johnson Hall of Science—a model of sustainable design.


Our strategy was to begin by trying to make available excess University-owned property—property that, after a careful examination of our future needs, we could sell or provide for this initiative, property that is now tax-exempt that would become taxable.  One of those excess properties in our view was the Snow Bowl property in Colton, our former ski hill on roughly 400 acres.  While not within the Town of Canton, it might prove to be a place to start—a place to learn some things about how to do this “Coming Home” initiative.  After well over a year of working with a developer to create an environmentally friendly, sustainable design housing project there with approximately 20 lots, we decided in the end to just sell the property and focus our efforts closer to the village of Canton.  A great benefit of that effort, though, was clarifying for us what sustainable design housing would actually be like.  We took what we learned there and Ben Dixon codified it into our “Smart Homes” plan.


At roughly the same time we began the necessary work with the Village and the Town to make available for development of this kind approximately 2.5 acres of currently tax-exempt University land on the Grasse River behind the Appleton Arena parking lot.  [Second slide:  Appleton Housing Location]  Our goal, in the marketing of this land, has been to demonstrate that extremely energy-efficient housing can be built on this land at an all-in price to the purchaser of less than $300,000.  In order to do that we needed to have a conceptual design for such housing, and we asked Brooks Washburn, our very fine local architect who is becoming increasingly skilled at energy-smart design, to produce one.  [Third slide and fourth slide].  The goal was to show a design of roughly 1,500 square feet of living space on the first floor, excluding garage, which, because of the slope of these lots, could also have a walk-out fully finished basement, adding perhaps 750 or more additional square feet of living space.  The Appleton property can sustain three lots, all facing south, and you can see that the south-facing roof slope is designed to accommodate solar panels.

These lots at Appleton Arena are just about on the market.  They will be deed restricted so as to ensure that sustainable design housing will be built, and to ensure that university students will not live there.  I’m very excited.

However, let me pause for a moment to mention how difficult it was for the University to obtain permission from the Village to do this—to convert 2.5 acres of currently non-taxable property into an addition to the tax base of roughly $900,000 involving aesthetically attractive, highly energy-efficient housing meant to attract back to Canton or keep in Canton the kinds of families I’ve been talking about.  It took over eight months of effort, perhaps half of Ben Dixon’s time and 10% of Tom Coakley’s time, and countless presentations at various village boards.  If we weren’t absolutely determined to do this, and if we were your average developer, we would have given up.  For the average developer the financial cost and the time and effort wouldn’t be worth the ultimate financial reward.  I think the Town and Village need to think about how they can do their very necessary due diligence to protect against illegal or inappropriate development in a faster way that is more encouraging of appropriate local development.  
What next?  

· We are currently engaged in conversations with a local sustainable builder to help him construct a duplex on property he owns within the Village.  

· We are looking for more “infill” opportunities within the Village, either using currently tax-exempt University land or other land, to get additional sustainable-design housing under construction.  

· We continue to talk with United Helpers about how we can partner with them to accomplish “Coming Home” goals, and indeed I want to say in this regard how excited I am that the University’s several-years-standing $300,000 capital commitment to help build new day care facilities within the Village will now happen, given United Helpers’ plan to build a facility that will include Canton Day Care.

· We continue to work with local groups such as Grasse River Heritage to help make the Village of Canton a more and more attractive place for people to come home to.

· And we continue to invest in ourselves with the goal of having St. Lawrence get better faster than our competition at all the things that affect the quality of undergraduate education so that the University itself can continue to prosper, create more jobs, and be an even greater positive economic and quality of life stimulus for the North Country.

That’s my report!  Are there any questions?
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