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Participation in Construction of the South Ave. Syracuse Price Rite

Executive Summary
When the South Avenue Price Rite opened its doors in June 2017, it not only demolished a food
desert, but also stood as a project constructed by and for the local community.
This case study details how Syracuse nonprofits, businesses and contractors intentionally
collaborated to recruit a Price Rite construction workforce, or “boots on the ground,” consisting
of 29% minorities and residents from local zip codes with high poverty rates.
When major development happens in an area and excludes local workers, the community can
feel disengaged and not fully benefit from it. Neighborhoods with high levels of poverty remain
isolated from opportunity, and a lack of minorities on work sites continues to occur.
New York and other states have tried to institute laws aimed at combatting this. When state
funding has a role in a construction project, developers are required to hire a minimum
percentage of subcontractors that are minority or women‐owned.
Dave Nutting, chair and CEO of VIP Structures, has seen these requirements fail to achieve overall
workforce inclusivity. For example, he said, many women‐owned or minority businesses still have
a majority of white male employees, especially on construction work sites.
“Although these are good attempts to move the world forward, the unintended consequence is
that women or minority owned businesses can become pass‐throughs to meet a requirement,
and then the original goal of workforce inclusion isn’t accomplished,” Nutting said.
This is why CenterState CEO, Urban Jobs Task Force, and Syracuse Housing Authority asked VIP
Structures to consider a new approach on the Price Rite workforce inclusion efforts.
VIP Structures staff and subcontractors were asked to specifically target minority workers and
those living within certain zip codes. VIP recruited Tradesmen International to help. They are the
construction industry’s premier skilled workforce recruiters, providing industrial companies and
construction contractors with the best, safety‐minded skilled craftsmen. Tradesmen
International is a great liaison for hiring new people on a temporary basis. VIP has used them
frequently, hiring people who have then gone on to become employees on their payroll.
The organizations collectively hosted a job fair targeting women and minority business owners
who hire low‐income residents. The collective resources of Urban Jobs Task Force and Syracuse
Housing Authority meant that there was a wealth of databases with qualified applicants ready to
be connected to subcontractors.
Tradesmen International and Jubilee Homes also assisted workers who needed transportation,
licensing, or training.
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The result of these efforts is a detailed, replicable plan of action including best practices, ideas
and recommendations.
When enough people collectively committed to intentional and inclusive recruiting, the hiring
goal was met. More importantly, a local community could take ownership of a project and pride
in their neighborhood.

RESEARCH REPORT
Introduction
While the poverty rate last year decreased nationwide to the lowest level since 2007, the number
of people living in poverty in Syracuse actually increased. According to recent Census numbers,
the 2016 poverty rate for Syracuse was 13th highest of any city of 65,000 or more in the United
States. Stuck in poverty that ranks among the worst in the country, data shows that the poorest
people in Syracuse and other Upstate NY cities have been left behind by the economic recovery
felt by the rest of the nation.
Syracuse’s poverty ranking jumped from 29th nationwide a year ago to 13th, and the poverty rate
increased from 31% to 32.1% last year. This latest report means that in 2016, 41,710 Syracuse
residents were living below the federal poverty line, up from 40,500 residents the year before.
Early conversations about poverty, unemployment and lack of economic inclusion were had
between Rob Simpson, President and Chief Executive Officer of CenterState CEO, Reggie Seigler,
Section 3 Coordinator at Syracuse Housing Authority, and Aggie Lane, President of Urban Jobs
Task Force. They were looking for a test case project that would be voluntary as Rob was hesitant
of additional government regulations. As they started looking for a developer, the group met
with David C. Nutting, CEO of VIP Structures, Inc. to discuss the move toward a more inclusive
work site and a better solution. Price Rite and VIP Structures emerged as the right combination.
The leaders met several times to discuss bridging the perceived gap among business,
development and neighborhood groups like Urban Jobs Task Force.
Discussions centered on increasing community benefits arising from all local development
projects, not just those with state funding. Over the course of many meetings, a new plan of
action for the Price Rite project came together.
“We thought a more productive approach would be to actually sit down and engage with a
developer on an individual project and try to demonstrate how this can be mutually beneficial
for the developer and for the community,” Simpson said.
They knew the hiring goal would not be met without challenge. One of which would be convincing
the developer and subcontractors who already have regular workforces to intentionally hire local
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and minority workers. Developers often want to get the job done at the lowest cost, and they
want quality work from trusted crews.
“There are also some skills gaps within the minority community and need for additional certified
subcontractors. But I think the biggest part is just encouraging intentional familiarity with each
other,” Simpson said.
VIP Structures, Inc., Dave Nutting and the Price Rite project “materialized” as a good test case
for additional inclusion, and they eventually settled on the total hiring goal of 25% or greater for
minorities and workers from local zip codes with high poverty rates, Simpson said.
Targeted zip codes in the labor goal were 13201‐13208, 13210, 13224, and 13290. The South
Ave. Price Rite falls under zip code 13207.
VIP Structures was happy to work toward higher inclusion having seen firsthand where
government regulations fall short.
While requiring certain percentages of minority and women contractors is a positive step, VIP
Structures found that contractors do not necessarily have workforces populated by women and
minorities.
For the Price Rite job, VIP Structures was required to meet a 30% hiring goal for women and
minority contractors for the $600,000 state‐funded portion of the project. So approximately
$180,000 had to be spent on M/WBE contractors, which was equivalent to around 4.5% of the
total $4.1 million budget. This goal had already been met based on the architecture planning
alone.
It was clear to all parties that merely meeting the minimum requirements was not the answer.
“We were building a supermarket in a largely minority community that has high levels of
poverty,” Nutting said. “So we asked ourselves, how can we, as much as possible, make the faces
of the people on the job site look like the neighborhood?”

Actions
In July 2016, Nutting sent a letter to VIP’s subcontractors launching the Price Rite inclusive hiring
mission and asking them to embrace it. He explained that this was not a legal requirement on the
project but requested that his subs make their best attempts to hire from the local workforce.
“We decided early on that if we could find people who had their hearts in the right place, then
maybe we could do something here,” Nutting said.
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Every VIP subcontractor on the job signed and returned the document to Nutting. The full
document can be found on page 16 of the appendix.
In the letter, Nutting asked VIP’s subcontractors to commit to having 25% or greater of their on‐
site personnel reflect the neighborhood in which the store would be built. He also offered to
assist in coordinating open interviews and connecting contractors with local resources to find
qualified, local minority residents.
Setting a voluntary, mutually respective tone in the initial letter was crucial. Project leaders said
the early conversations about shared purpose made for a productive and supportive relationship
between leaders, staff and the south side neighborhood.
Aggie Lane said it was critical to have Nutting personally ask his subcontractors to support the
hiring goal. Many of the subcontractors had an existing relationship with VIP Structures that they
wanted to continue, so it was the kind of gentle pressure he needed to have, Lane said.
In her work with Urban Jobs Task Force, Lane is committed to enacting community benefit
agreements and other measures to increase opportunities for positive local employment,
training and contracting.
Lane said there is a cultural divide that exists because of a lack of minorities on job sites stemming
from our country’s long history of racism and segregation. Certain populations are completely
disconnected from opportunity because they don’t know the right people.
“It’s great when you get 30% minority because there’s a comfort level there. Diverse work sites
really help foster more people wanting the work opportunity, because the culture feels friendly,”
she said.
At the start of the project, Syracuse Housing Authority, Jubilee Homes, Tradesmen International
and VIP Structures hosted a collective job fair at the Syracuse Chamber of Commerce. The flyer
for the job fair can be found on page 17 of the appendix.
In his role with the Syracuse Housing Authority, Reggie Seigler is responsible for finding
employment and other opportunities within the community for public housing tenants and low‐
income residents.
“The less our community works, the smaller our tax base gets and the poorer the community
becomes,” Seigler said. “We have a responsibility as a community to try to get as many people
working as possible.”
Through his job, Seigler has access to numerous databases with thousands of contractors and
skilled laborers. In advance of the job fair, he reached out to Twiggy Billue and Jubilee Homes, as
well as both the city and county to help identify workers from impoverished zip codes. Twiggy
was extremely helpful in getting people to the job fair and organizing them at the front door.
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Siegler also contacted women and minority subcontractors who typically hired low income and
minority workers. Additionally, Rickey Brown of UMEA (Upstate Minority Economic Alliance) was
helpful in assisting Reggie to identify some minority contractors for meeting the MBE goal. Rickey
is bilingual and was a great help in dealing with the Spanish speakers in attendance.
Seigler selected people to polish their resumes, attend the fair, and get an opportunity to be seen
by Tradesmen International and VIP Structures. About 60 people attended the job fair.
“The perception may be that we’re giving them handouts and they’re happy with that or
whatever, but I’m here to tell you that these people want to be able to earn their own living and
come back and provide for their families,” Seigler said.
The fair lasted for 3‐4 hours, and interviews continued nonstop throughout the duration, Seigler
said. Jubilee Homes brought their Build to Work program to the job fair and connected
participants with academic and employment opportunities including trainings and certifications.
The job fair was the perfect opportunity for subcontractors who were reluctant to put someone
on their payroll that they didn’t know, because they had the option of hiring through the
Tradesmen International database. Tradesmen International also assisted workers in obtaining
necessary licenses and certifications.
NaDonte Jones, of N.J. Jones Plumbing, Inc. is a contractor who was on the Price Rite job. He was
recruited because he was in one of Seigler’s database as a minority business owner and Section
3 contractor, which essentially means that he hires low‐income people, Seigler said.
Jones became an invaluable project member, as he was consistently the subcontractor with the
highest rates of local and minority hire.
Jones is the only black master plumber in Syracuse. He started N.J. Jones Plumbing in 2013. He
said he sees subcontractors hit roadblocks in meeting these hiring regulations. State‐offered job
training and assistance for minorities is critical, Jones said, but he sees a need for more general
career readiness.
“I think sometimes it doesn’t get through that this is a career path and professionalism is required
on the job site,” Jones said. “They’ll train people, and then a couple years down the road they’ve
completely lost contact because the professional requirements like email addresses and long‐
term phone numbers weren’t laid out clearly,” Jones said.
The day VIP Structures broke ground on the Price Rite site, subcontractors started recording their
workers on the job. Each month they submitted a minority work force report including the
minority status and zip code of each worker. Some subcontractors recorded carefully and
accurately, while others misunderstood directions and did not contribute much meaningful data.
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Subcontractors did not record the names of the workers. VIP Structures used the data only to
count the number of minority and targeted zip code workers.
There were a handful of subcontractors with a majority of minority and local workers on the job
site every day. These included plumbing workers and employees hired through Tradesmen
International.
There were many subcontractors who would consistently have 1‐2 minorities or people from
targeted zip codes. Then there were several who never employed a minority or person from the
targeted zip codes.
Less technical fields like demolition, laborers and landscaping often have a healthy mix of
minority and non‐minority workers, while the more technical professions became more
homogeneously white. Contractors based out of suburban areas typically had most or all non‐
minority workers.
At the beginning of the project, minority and targeted zip code levels were as high as 50%. As the
project went on this leveled out, and toward the end even dipped to 20%. As of May 10, 29.75%
of total workers on the job site were minorities, and 29.96% were from targeted zip codes.
Jones said he noticed this on the job site. His perception from being on the job site was the overall
workforce was about 20% minorities. However, he said it was clear that the VIP Structures team
was much more diverse than the average workforce was.

Reflections
The endeavor cost VIP Structures very little premium, only time and people thinking and acting
intentionally.
Every person involved with this project was hopeful about the outcome. Rob Simpson said
CenterState CEO is thrilled to continue a role of facilitating projects like this with contractors on
different developments.
“This certainly proves that if people with good intentions come together and set goals, then they
can deliver on that,” Simpson said. “I'm not surprised that this was successful, I’m encouraged.”
Simpson said he hopes other companies will be willing to take this approach and see it as good
business. It’s easier to not confront the issue, but it’s more powerful to able to market your
business approach as a demonstrable contribution to bettering the community, he added.
However, there were a few areas of the project where leaders wished they had pushed harder
or taken a different approach.
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The biggest part of the project that leaders wished had been better was tracking and evaluation.
VIP Structures didn’t receive any pushback from subcontractors, however, there were some that
made little to no effort to participate in the hiring goal. Looking back on this,
Nutting said he would have followed up with monthly reminders, not just to receive status
updates, but also to offer support and connections to resources.
When subcontractors had zero local hire or minority participation, that should have triggered a
follow through, Nutting said.
VIP Structures collected monthly minority work force reports but, in hindsight, they would have
liked to do more.
The project could have benefitted from daily report sheets with the names of people on site. This
information would lead to more detailed insight about the process; for example, how many
actual workers were recruited from the job fair that counted as minority or targeted zip codes.
Aggie Lane said she realized how much time and energy it could take subcontractors to meet
these hiring goals.
Subcontractors needed to be encouraged to engage with the community and understand the
skills and talents of the workforce in the neighborhoods.
Oftentimes when government regulations fail to achieve their intent, it’s because they don’t
follow up with resources or assistance. Subcontractors could feel saddled with regulations, but
at a loss for where to find qualified minority workers in their community.
“Looking toward the next project, it’s about being dedicated to whatever support system the
subcontractors need to comply,” Lane said.
The group brainstormed a few ideas of how they could better assist subcontractors in the future.
Going beyond the databases accessed for the job fair, a possibility discussed was reaching out to
community colleges to receive lists of prospective workers receiving relevant certificates.
The hope is that this project can serve as a model of inclusion and partnership. The success of
the project has led VIP Structures to consider utilizing the hiring approach again on the upcoming
Freedom Commons construction site.
“We owe it to our neighborhoods,” Nutting said. “Let’s see how much economic opportunity we
can create for communities in need.”
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INTERVIEWS
Aggie Lane
[AL]: We first met Rob Simpson through Catholic Charities sometime around 2014. Catholic
Charities wanted to facilitate a conversation about poverty in the city because they knew Urban
Jobs Task Force was concerned about poverty from the point of view of unemployment and the
lack of economic inclusion for many people and contractors in city neighborhoods. Our
perspective was that when there is public money, there should be hiring and contracting goals
that developers have to meet.
Next time we met, Rob suggested we find a developer to do a small, voluntary project committing
to hiring local and minority workers. We were very glad he was trying to do this. The only idea
we had that differed from CenterState CEO was that we wanted to push the envelope to have a
city law and government set mandated goals so that people would be hired that way. But we felt
that if we could find someone willing to work hard at it, it would be great. So we sat down with
VIP Structures and CenterStateCEO to talk about how we could collaborate.
Q: How was the Urban Jobs Task Force involved in helping reach the project goal of having a 30
percent local and minority workforce?
[AL]: Reggie Siegler, the Section 3 Coordinator with Syracuse Housing Authority, has his finger on
a database that is full of contractors and people looking for work. Reggie and I would go to
meetings at VIP Structures and I learned a lot about how we could help. Dave Nutting put out the
letter asking his subcontractors to embrace the hiring goal, and that was important because as
CEO he’s setting the tone. Many of these subcontractors have had a relationship with VIP
Structures that they want to continue, so it was the kind of gentle pressure he needed to have.
Many subcontractors, from what I learned, already have their trusted crew. How do you convince
them that this is doable and that we can find you skilled people? They brought in Tradesmen
International to talk to us and they explained that a lot of the subcontractors would be reluctant
to put someone they didn’t know yet on their payroll. So they can hire through the Tradesmen
International database. The next step was to identify people from the database that actually
came from the local neighborhood. We ran a job fair at the Chamber of Commerce and about 60
people showed up.
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Q: From your experience with the Syracuse community, why is there a lack of local and minority
workers on work sites?
[AL]: I think that developers often want to get the job done at the lowest cost in a reliable way.
So there are these problems of poverty and people not having access to jobs, but at one level,
from their point of view, it isn’t their concern. They want to put up the building efficiently and
want quality work from crews they know.
So it's really hard to break it. To be perfectly honest, our country and our communities have a
long history of racism and segregation. There are populations that aren’t even connected to the
opportunities because they don't know anyone. It’s sort of who you know. There is cultural divide
that exists on work sites, so it’s great when you get 30% minority because there’s a comfort level
there. Diverse work sites really help foster more people wanting the work opportunity because
the culture feels friendly.
Q: Looking back on the Price Rite Project, what would you have done differently or what were
your biggest takeaways?
[AL]: We asked David to consider looking into collecting work force hours as a more accurate
measure of diversity percentages on work sites. I realized how much time and energy it takes
subcontractors to commit to this hiring process. Looking toward the next project, it’s about being
dedicated to whatever support system the subcontractors need to comply.

Reggie Seigler
Section 3 Coordinator, Syracuse Housing Authority
5/24/17
Q: Please provide an overview of your role in the project and how Syracuse Housing Authority
was involved from beginning to end.
[RS]: My responsibility here at the Syracuse Housing Authority is to find opportunities for our
residents who are described as Section 3, which could be our tenants or any other low‐income
resident within the area. Generally, we try to find them work on our projects, but ultimately the
spirit of what we do is finding them opportunities within the community.
In doing that, I’m associated with Urban Jobs Task Force. So being a member of the Task Force,
we've created a thing called Building Equity. We’ve been looking at how communities around the
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country have been dealing with the issue of unemployment, particularly in the minority and
African‐American communities.
When we came up with the idea to find a developer and project, Rob Simpson suggested Dave
Nutting, and he was the perfect guy. He was doing the Price Rite project and it seemed like a
home run. Here was a project within the community with a developer committing to increasing
local and minority hire.
Syracuse Housing Authority partnered with Jubilee Homes, Tradesmen International and VIP
Structures to host a big job fair. That allowed me to go through my database and bring in people,
polish up resumes, and give them an opportunity to get in front of Tradesmen International and
VIP.
We also reached out to Jubilee Homes, which had a program called Build to Work, and they
brought a lot of their folks to the fair. The event lasted for 3‐4 hours and interviews were going
on non‐stop throughout the duration.
Some folks were hired through Tradesmen. There was a minority contractor, NaDonte Jones, who
was on my registry as a MBE and Section 3 contractor, which means, in a nutshell, that he hires
low‐income people; so he got a job there. We started to see more folks on the work site and the
ultimate result was a 30 percent local and minority hire.
Q: Why do you think there are often large‐scale construction projects being carried out but local
and minority workers are missing from the job sites?
[RS]: One of the issues commonly brought up by contractors or developers is that they’d like to
do the hiring practice but can't find any qualified people. That can be used as an excuse, but there
is some truth in it. If you don't know where to look then it’s hard to get connected to the right
people. So there’s this perception that there’s no one to fill the void, that those workers don’t
exist. We need projects like this to change that perception so we can say, ‘Hey, let's take a look
at this project because it worked, and it was all a voluntary effort.’ Of course, there were state
dollars involved, so they had to meet the state and M/WBE goals. But the actual boots on the
ground local and minority hire goal is what is changing things for people right here in our
community.
The less our community works, the smaller our tax base gets and the poorer the community
becomes. We have a responsibility as a community to try to get as many people working as
possible. The perception may be that the people don’t want to work, that potentially they are
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getting their handouts and are satisfied with whatever that amounts to, but I believe they do
want to work. They want to work, learn and earn their own living to provide for themselves and
their families.
Rob Simpson
President & Chief Executive Officer, CenterState CEO
5/23/2017
Q: Please provide an overview of your role in the project and how CenterState CEO was involved
from beginning to end.
[RS]: We’ve had a lot of conversations with stakeholders in the community about the importance
of not only encouraging economic development inside the city boundaries, but also figuring out
how we can bridge the perceived gap that exists between business and development, and
neighborhood groups such as the Urban Jobs Task Force. Aggie and all of those people came in
on multiple occasions; we had a lot of productive discussions. Over the course of getting to know
each other for a year or two, we developed a shared understanding of ways in which we could
support each other.
During those conversations we told Aggie that, as opposed to taking a regulatory approach and
going through city council and trying to get them to require community benefit agreements on
every project, we thought a more productive approach would be to actually sit down and engage
with a developer on an individual project and try to demonstrate how this can be mutually
beneficial for the developer and for the community.
After that point, it was about finding the right developer that had an open mind and finding the
right project. Over the next six or nine months of the Price Rite project, VIP Structures
materialized as the right combination of forces. Our role was mostly in facilitating and helping to
identify VIP as a willing party who would sit down across the table and have a dialogue and work
to try to do something unique.
Q: Why do you think there are often large‐scale construction projects being carried out but local
and minority workers are missing from the job sites?
[RS]: There’s a lot of reasons for that, but I think there is sometimes a lack of intentionality in the
hiring process. Frankly, most large general contractors have a network of subcontractors they
work with, trust and depend upon. The workforce of those subcontractors ends up being the
workforce on the job site. VIP found that they needed to encourage their subcontractors to be
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engaged with the community and understand the skills and talents of the workforce in the
neighborhoods. There’s also some skills gaps within the minority community. There's need for
additional certified subcontractors. But I think the biggest part is just encouraging intentional
familiarity with each other.
Q: What were some of your biggest takeaways from the Price Rite Project?
[RS]: That it was absolutely the right project. It was in the middle of one of our more
impoverished neighborhoods and it was important for us to demonstrate the collaborative
approach. The mutually respective partnership between the neighborhood, Urban Jobs Task
Force, VIP and Price Rite on the project was really important. The tone that was set from the
beginning, that this was a voluntary partnership as opposed to a regulated requirement, really
made for a productive and mutually supportive arrangement as opposed to perhaps creating
resentment among developers. The early conversations about shared purpose and expectations
were really important to a good outcome here.
Q: How is this project going to inform future projects or work carried out by CenterState CEO?
[RS]: We’d like to continue a role of facilitating projects like this with contractors on different
development projects. This certainly proves that if people with good intentions come together
and set goals, then they can deliver on that. I'm not surprised that this was successful; I’m
encouraged.
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APPENDIX
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