Fin de siécle. The elegant
French term used to
describe the end of the
nineteenth century attracts
me far more than any of
the over-used buzz words
we've been hearing over
the last year, the most
egregious infliction being,
of course, Y2K. Fin de sié-
cle best describes the
crossroads where Buffalo
is now poised. In moving
forward into the twenty-
first century, our fondest
hope is to regain some of
the glory we possessed
during the nineteenth and
early twentieth. The follow-
ing three feature articles,
loosely grouped under this
millennial theme, evoke
both our nostalgia for the
past and our hopes for the
future. Two new visionary
groups, New Millenium
and 21st Century Club, are
hard at work on the future
part of the equation, while
traditional Buffalo institu-
tions like the 20th Century
Club help us remember
our past. And in looking at
the celebrations planned
in Buffalo to mark the mil-
lennium's passing, we also
glance at the festivities
that marked our entrance
into 1900.

-Elizabeth Licata, Editor
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Labor of Love: The 21st Century
Club and New Millennium Group
Get Down to Business

1f you pay attention to the local media
with any frequency, you get the impression
thar young people are leaving the Buffalo
arca just as Fast as JertBlue and Vanguard
can schedule those new flighes o New
York, Miami, Denver, Dallas—anywhere
but the good old Queen City.

Bur speak with Tracy Diina, one of the
founders and current !]Ic.-idq:l.".l of the 21st
Century Club, and you will get a decided-
ly different image. Describing the first
meeting of the twenty or so young people
whom she had invited 10 talk abour form-
ing @ Ccommuniry Activist group, she says,
*“It was like thar story of the six blind men
wrying to describe an elephant. Some of us
thought we should be simply boosting
downtown, some thought we should be
purely civic-minded, some thought we
should be political, some thought we
should focus on trying to keep young ped-

Anna Geronimo Hausmann

ple from leaving vown. Everyone had a dif-
ferent idea, bur what we had in commen
was that we all cared envugh o come
ogecher and form an arganization,” As it
has turned our, they are doing all this and
more.

Founded in 1997, the 21st Century
Club has become—along with its similarly
well-intenrioned sister organization, the
Mew Millennium Group—aone of the
places to hang out, to play, to nétwork,
and to effect change in Buffalo, It cant b
a coincidence that these two organizations
got their starts at almost exactly the same
moment in Buffalo’s history. Ir feels propi-
tious, bordering on ironic. thar these two
groups have burst on the communitys
radar just as the exodus of young peaple
out of the region has been widely publi-
cized, But both groups are rthe result of
years spent learning and pracricing soc fal




activism. Both are born from cheir
founders’ deep attachment ro and abiding
love for this communiry.

Yﬂ'l.tﬂg as these two Eroups arc, much
has been written about them already. The
convenrional wisdom says that the differ-
ence between them is that the 215t Centu-
ry Club is made up more of younger
people, twenties and thirties, who work in
government or the public sector while the
New Millennium Group is comprised
mare of those in their thirties and older
who work largely in the professions, in law,
business, and finance. While that's not at
all an unfair characterization, the differ-
ences berween the groups are more subde,
mure complex, and also more profound
than juse their demographics. In fact, the
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necessary, complementary halves to the
notion of progress for Buffala. The 21t
Century Club is defined by its commie-
ment to theory and process while the New
Millennium Group is defined by irs
emphasis an results. Both groups are char-
acterized by tremendous energy, dedica-
tion to volunteerism, and unabashed
idealism. Their members burn with the
fire of true believets, and it is posirively
infectious, even to the most jaded observ-
er. To this “city of no illusions” these young

visionaries and doers bring, above all, the
courage 1o dream of greatness.

Seeds of Change

Both groups have grown from modest
but enthusiastic beginnings, “There was
this groundswell of energy,” Diina remem-
bers. “We all cared so much and wanted o
do something, but we didn't know what.”
Though they didn’t have a model, they did
have a mentor: several of the founders of
the 215t Century Club and the New Mil-
lennium Group are current or former seaff
members of New York State Assemblyman
Sam Hoyr. Though only in his thirties
himself, Hoyt has assumed the role of elder
statesman to young activist Buffalonians.
Though Hoyr disclaims any role in either
groups formation, it is clear that he has
provided an example through his affection
for the eity.

215t Century Club member eff Pir-
rone says, “I've fallen in love with Buffale,
but if there’s anyone who loves the city
maore, it's Sam Hoyr. An enormous num-
ber of interns come through his office and
he turns them on to the history and cul-
ture of the city. His love of Buffalo rubs
off on everything he does.”

Of the groups, Hoyt says, “I am very
proud that my staff and former staff have
tiken this type of aggressive public role as
agents of change. These two groups are the
most refreshing developments in the Buf-
falo Euli:im! scene that I've seen in a long
mme.

Diina and her co-founders were mostly
all Buffalo natives who had lefi town 1o go
o school or to mke thar first job but had
returnied to make cheir lives here, *1 did
not ever see mysell moving back o Buffa-
lo,” she says, bur come back she did. And
after a few years of bouncing around in
Various |Jnﬁ.1|ﬁ]|ing jobs, Diina began to
desire something more Incaning[%.d, *1
come from a grass-roots background,” she
explains. “1 was deeply involved in anti-
nukes acrivism in college. I learned ar an
cirly age the value of standing up for what
you believe in." 21st Century Club mem-
ber Denise Herkey shares this dedication
to activism: "] worked for NYPIRG (New
York Public Interest Research Group) for
two and a half years, so | am convinced of
the power of grass-roots activism,”

This commitment to activism informs
the group’s every activity. Their goal is to
give decision-making back ro the commu-
nity by educaring and informing them, by
exposing the processes of decision-making,
by making opportunities for community
members to take part, and by helping pes-
ple o develop a stake in their community:

Bu if this activist perspective sounds

naive or idealist, rest assured these are no
dreamy-eyed freshmen in Politics 101.
These are activists who have done their
share of door-to-doors and cold calling.
Diina wryly notes, I am definirely more
conservative now. | can see you have to
work within the existing world ro make
change.” Herkey agrees: “Activism doesn't
happen overnighr. [t's a process of learning
10 maneuver in your environment.” And
thar is probably the most impressive thing
abour both of these groups—their deliber-
ate and unflinching admixture of uncom-
promising idealism and clear-eyed realism.
You have o be a believer, it seems, o
shoulder the burden thar Buffalo has
become. Bur without a harsh look ar the
challenges facing the area—as clear and
chilling as the November wind whipping
through downrown Metro shelters—you're
just another talkin' proud billboard.

New Millennivm Group

If the 215t Century Club was born of
passion, the New Millennium Group is the
result of a calculared assessment of rﬂr.- area
and whart is missing. Like a bunch of
Amish neighbors come over to raise a barn,
the New Millennium Group has rolled up
its collective sleeves to ger on with the
business of fixing whar they see as rather a
mess, They seck solutions w Buffalo's
problems ourside the polirical process:
through their own efforts and through col-
laborating with other communiry groups.

“We're a charitable and project-orient-
ed organization,” explains President Mary
Cartherine Malley, “We decide on a place
where the community needs people to get
samething done and we do it." In chis
group’s cyes, theres a lot to be done.
Though Malley describes the group as a
“quasi think-tank,” its clear that the
group’s strength is in focusing like a laser
beam on rangible results. The group is
urﬁanizcd into six “action groups” that
reflect the various arcas they see as needing
improvement: workforce development,
beawtification, education, long term plan-
ning for the city, downtown, and the Peace
Bridge expansion project. Bur the action
groups aren't written in stone; they reflece
only the group’s current goals. They also
ry not to duplicate the efforts of ocher
community groups. As Malley explains,
“we want to take on issues where we can
make an impact in the communiry.”

And that is precisely whar they are
doing. The action groups have already
yiclded some concrete and fully fleshed out
projects. For example, the workforce devel-
apment group has created the “Ambas-
sador Program” designed to reach out to
young people considering relocating to
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Buffalo as well as those who have moved
here but don't know the area yer. "Our
goal is to ger 1o these folks early and plu
them into the region and the lifeseyle,”
explains Mallcy. But this is no glorified
yuppy welcome wagon. In rypical New
Millennium fashion, the group has assem-
bled an advisory panel of local human
resources people from the arca’s larger
employers 10 work with the Ambassador
Program. The group has developed a work-
force development website and an “action
kit” to introduce a company and the
region together, and to make it all work
they have recently received a local founda-
tion grant to fund these acuviics,
Another action group, the beautifica-
tion group, has been working on long and
short term goals. Jessie Schnell, chair af
the beautification group, explains that
their major project is to commission a
picce of public art for the Inner Harbor:
“We have been working with Nina
Freudenheim, who has been charged by
the city with preparing a plan for all the
art for the Inner Harbor. We are hoping 1o
be one component of thar overall plan.
Right now we are thinking of having a
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competition of local or national artists for
the piece.”

In the meantime, the group has been
working on a smaller, but arguably no less
significant, project to spruce up the Nia-
gara Street exit of the 190, Says Schnell,
“We are working with Buffalo in Bloom
and in October we'll be planting hundreds
of daffodils bulbs, donated by the city and
by Erie Counry Councilmember Judy
Fisher, on that triangle of land ar the exir.
It seems like 2 small thing, bur it's one of
the gateways to the city and we think it
should make a nicer impression.”

Finally, the group has a lor of events
designed to bring members together to
socialize, to nerwork, ro re-connect with
the group. They are fundraisers and social
events, bur they are also a reification of the
group’s main concept. Schnell staes,
“Sometimes you just need to be reminded
that there are hundreds of people like you
here in Buffalo, young, energetic, and
commirted to staying here.”

These ultra-professionals positively
gush when they talk abour their affection
for Buffalo. Says Malley, “Most of us had
left the region, but we returned, often rak-

ing a pay cut to do
s0. We chose o
come back to make
the area berter. It's
the quality of life
here, the close-knit
nature of the com-
munity, not just
because family is
here, but the whole
community. Buffalo
has everything you'd
lock for in city liv-
ing: irs gor enter-
rainment, the
waterfront, skiing, a
year-round lifestyle.
Bur it doesn't have
the awful commures
and difficulty meet-
ing people that you
get in a larger city.
And berween muse-
ums and the amaz-
ing theater scene,
theres a high con-
centration of cultur-
al offerings here that
you don't find in
other places,”

The Bridge and
Beyond

The 215t Centu-
ry Club has also
been working on
specific  projects.
The group rose to
prominence this past
spring through tﬁcir
publicizing of the
Peace Bridge contro-
VEISY; however,
Herkey is careful to point out thar the
organization is not a ane-trick pony.

“We don't have a formal position on
the bridge; what we really respect is thar
peaple got information about the situarion
and advocated for their view. That is what
our group is all abour.” The club’s activi-
ties this past summer included a vorer reg-
istrarion drive focusing on young people,
during which they signed up more than
200 new voters. Another project is to
begin working with grnuEs on the cam-
puses of local ealleges and universities to
counteract thar youth-flight. They are also
working with Kids Vote, a program that
promotes voring through the schools, and
they have active collaborations with the
League of Women Vorers, the YMCA, and
the Mew Millennium Group.

Indeed, their list of future projects is
sexy as a woalen sweater: voter registration
and educarion, smart growth, city charter
revision, and the impormance of volun-
teerism, Bur listening to Herkey, you defi-
nirely feel the heat ufa realot: “Our poal is
for everyone to take ownership of their
communities, not to leave everything to
the government.” The club’s major event



planned for lare fall is a forum of elected
officials, candidares, and urban planners,
to discuss a masrer plan foor the ciry. It’s the
first of what is designed 1o be a series of
more focused discussions on issues thar the
community will or should be making deci-
sions on, such as the convenrion center,
reuse of the south Buffalo sveel plants, and
urban sprawl,

Breaking into the Political Seatus Quo

Vioicing the goals of the communirty is
one reason both groups have decided 10
remain non-partisan, Diina notes, “Four or
five years ago, | was involved in the Erie
County Democrats. It was hard, and we
eventually dishanded because there was a lot
of divisiveness." Herkey agrees: “Do we
want to change the way business is done is
Buffalo? Sure. Everybody wants change yes-
terday, but it rakes a long time. I'd be dis-
heartened o see our agenda co-opred. You
can lose your agenda by being partisan.”

Though neither group :.iﬂ a polirical
stance, many members of bath groups are
active politically and the Seprember’s Bul-
falo Common Council primary clection
saw two candidates spawned from these
new civic organizations—Jeremy Toeth, a
founder of the New Millennium Group,
and Kevin Horrigan, a founder of the 215t
Century Club. Neither of these campaigns
mer with success this time around, and
Herkey concedes that these losses were dis-
couraging: “The primary took steam our
of people. You start to wonder what it will
take o make the broad changes. Bur we
have to learn from this and move forward,
['am excited 1o see the new female majori-
ty on the Common Council and what
effect thar will have.”

And what docs the old guard think of
these young Turks? According ro Herkey,
they're happy 1o have some help. At the
club’ first big event, a cocktail hour held
last March jointly with the New Millenni-
um Group, nor only did young people
show up, but elected officials and seasoned
public policy makers mingled and wel-
comed the fresh troops into the breach,
Herkey recounted: “They acrually said,
‘we're not going 1o be around forever, we
want o help you be the future leaders.”
And since then, our group has been
approached to sit on community boards,
We've definitely affected their thinking.”
Hayt notes, “As an clected official, we need
all the support we can get from groups such
as these. These groups force us o do our
jobs better, but they .sl|-;u help us t do them
berrer by being aggressive advocates for
their cause. On the Peace Bridpe issue, they
can take direcr credit for persuading many
of the areas officials to change their think-
ing.”
Refreshingly, except for the Mew Mil-
lennium Group'’s recent grant, you won'’
hear much abour money in speaking
these groups—probably because they don’t
have much. You will hear endlessly about
personal investments of time and encrgy:

About how gratifying it is to work for the
berterment of the ciry. Abour how
enriched their lives arc by giving back. The
common  denominator  for  everyone
involved in these two groups seems to be
love for the city. They can talk all they
want about master planning and sustain-
able growth, whar it comes down to is
these young people want this region to
prosper so they can keep living here,

Such ffn-de-sitele enthusiasm is nothing
new to Buffalo. It was a similar spirit thar
led o Buffalos hosting the 1900 Pan
American Exposition, which itself ushered
in more than half a century of growth for
the city. Maybe like Haley's Comer—anly
a licele longer time in coming back—ir's
been off somewhere, lighting up some
other city. This time it has the scent of the
real deal. These groups dare to use words
like optimism with a straight face. Thar
alone is a becath of fresh air in this town.

215t Century Club
LEADERS:

Tracy Dhina, president
Btian Kelley, vice presiclen
Micole Killenheck, secretary

Mark Kogiel, treasurer

COMMITTEES:

Issues and Policy Commiitees
Membership and Curreach Committer
Public Relarions Committes
Events Committes
For membership informanion, contace:
Shane Stevenson at B54-3099 ac
you gt e-mail the group at
CenturyClub2 1s@hotmail.com

New Millennium Group

LEADERS:

Mary Catherine Malley, presidens
Scon Srokia, vice president, operationg
Lanra Zaepfed, vice president, commu-

nicathons
Adam Waliers, scorenary
Jason Yoes, treasucer

ACTION GROLIPS:
Beautification action group
Diowritown sction group
Educarion action group
Laiig-Range Planning action group
Peace Bridpe action group
Workfuroe Development action group
For memberthip informarion, contact;
Mary Catherine Malley 4y BB5-4072 or
by e-rail ar
menallevi@hodgonris.com
ar sead $25.00 payuble o
The New Millennium Goup
of Westermn Mew York. Inc. o
RO. Box 512, Buffalo, NY 14201
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See each other
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