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Report Highlights

Audit Objective
Determine whether the County of Otsego Industrial 
Development Agency (COIDA) adequately planned for 
the acquisition of the Oneonta Rail Yards property (Rail 
Yards).

Key Findings
COIDA did not adequately plan for the 2017 acquisition 
of the Rail Yards. 

 l The property was acquired based on a $6 million 
to $20 million development plan, without an 
interested developer.

 l We found no indication that the Board of Directors 
(Board) had significant discussions of the pros 
and cons of developing the property. This would 
include taking into account the struggles of 
developing and attracting businesses to other 
COIDA-owned properties. 

 l Subsequent to the property acquisition, COIDA 
officials learned that a large-scale timber operation 
would be the only type of local industry that could 
take advantage of the property as a rail yard and 
be profitable. The Board decided this was not in 
County residents’ best interest due to cost and 
environmental factors. 

 l A lack of investment in the County’s infrastructure 
and economic development, and the County’s 
demographics, will likely result in the COIDA 
facing many Rail Yards development struggles. 

Key Recommendation
 l Properly plan for property acquisitions.

COIDA officials disagreed with certain findings in our 
report. Appendix B includes our comments on certain 
issues raised in their response.

Background
COIDA is a public benefit corporation 
formed under the New York State 
Industrial Development Agency 
Act (Article 18-A of New York State 
General Municipal Law, as amended) 
by establishing legislation in 1973. 

COIDA is governed by its Board, 
whose nine members are appointed 
by the Chair of the Otsego County 
Legislature. The number of Board 
members and individuals who served 
on the Board changed significantly 
during our audit period.

The Board-appointed Chief Executive 
Officer is responsible for day-to-day 
operations. 

COIDA is self-funded primarily 
with fees charged for processing 
applications and administering 
financial assistance. 

Audit Period
January 1, 2018 – June 30, 2019 

We expanded our scope back to 
January 2014 to review IDA Board 
minutes and accounting records and 
back to August 2014 to review Project 
Committee minutes.

County of Otsego Industrial Development Agency

2019 Quick Facts
Rail Yards Acres 80

Rail Yards Purchase Price $250,000

COIDA-owned vacant properties 8
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COIDA’s mission is to assist in the enhancement and diversity of the County of 
Otsego’s (County) economy by acting in support of County projects that create 
and/or retain jobs and/or promote private sector investment using COIDA’s 
statutory powers as set forth under New York State law provisions. 

The Oneonta Rail Yards Local Development Corporation (ORYLDC), a local 
development corporation (LDC), was formed in 2017 by COIDA to purchase the 
Rail Yards. The Rail Yards is an 80 acres parcel of land that has a private road 
and access to nearby infrastructure, such as water and sewer mains, a natural 
gas main and electric lines. It has been the subject of studies and discussions for 
potential development with the City and COIDA for at least two decades. COIDA 
currently leases the land from the ORYLDC,1 and it is at the beginning stages of 
development.

How Can IDA Officials Ensure Acquired Property Will Further the 
IDA’s Mission?

An IDA board is responsible for making decisions that align with the IDA’s 
mission and are in the best interest of the residents the IDA serves. This 
includes spending resources in a manner that ensures development projects are 
successful and are likely to provide substantial benefits to residents, including job 
growth, an increase in the tax base and overall commerce, and improvements in 
infrastructure. 

As a matter of best practice, prior to deciding to acquire a piece of property, IDA 
officials should analyze the feasibility of the site’s development as it pertains to 
local infrastructure, economic development and demographic challenges. Officials 
should also create an economic development plan to determine necessary 
site upgrades and potential costs involved, and obtain one or more appraisals 
of the property. Officials should also work with design consultants to create 
redevelopment scenarios for the site(s).

Decisions to acquire land should be made after considering various local 
conditions that could impact the acquisition’s utility. Such conditions could be 
economic or logistical in nature, such as already owned, undeveloped property 
and may limit the IDA’s ability to attract businesses. IDA officials should consider 
working with other local governments, including State agencies, to address 
potential challenges the IDA may experience in furtherance of its purpose and 
mission. 

Oneonta Rail Yards Acquisition

As a matter 
of best 
practice, prior 
to deciding 
to acquire 
a piece of 
property, 
IDA officials 
should 
analyze the 
feasibility 
of the site’s 
development 
as it pertains 
to local 
infrastructure, 
economic 
development 
and 
demographic 
challenges.

1 The legal propriety of the creation of the LDC − as well as the relationship between the LDC and the IDA and 
the movement of funds between the entities − is outside the scope of this audit.
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COIDA Acquired the Rail Yards After One Study Indicated Several 
Costly Development Options and Without Adequately Planning 

Before COIDA acquired the parcel, the former Board and CEO hired a consultant 
to conduct a feasibility study and create an economic development plan for 
the Rail Yards, which was completed in January 2016.2 They also received an 
appraisal which valued the property at over $300,000, or approximately $50,000 
more than the purchase price. The study proposed various phases of site 
development, utility upgrades and road improvements and expansion, including 
the possibility of a bridge connecting the Rail Yards to the interstate highway. The 
study estimated the cost to develop the land would range between $6 million to 
$20 million. In April 2017, COIDA acquired the 80 acres of land, for the purpose 
of developing the property for a commercial/industrial park, without an interested 
developer.

COIDA officials told us that they 
face many challenges in executing 
COIDA’s mission. These include a 
lack of investment in the County’s 
infrastructure and economic 
development, and the County’s 
demographics. More specifically, 
they told us the region lacks 
necessary pipeline infrastructure, 
and expansion of the natural gas 
supply has been met with strong 
local opposition. Furthermore, the 
region lacks affordable housing. 
According to officials, these 
infrastructure challenges, including 
a lack of broadband availability 
in rural areas, and the economic 
factors make it difficult to find an educated, trainable and motivated workforce to 
provide expanding or developing companies with the employees they need. In 
addition, many attempts to bring development to the County have been hampered 
by its economic challenges and little or no monetary or other support from County 
government. 

At the time of the property acquisition, COIDA already held several parcels for 
development of commercial or industrial parks, including a 59-acre parcel that 
was not being used to further its mission. These parcels included vacant land with 
some infrastructure present.

Figure 1: Rail Yards – Professional Fees 
Paid
Year Fee Type Cost
2015 Appraisal, Study $37,455 
2016 Study, Grant Applications, 

Survey, Appraisal, 
Environmental Review 173,419

2017 Legal, Study, 
Environmental Review 46,473

2018 Environmental Review 186,973
2019 Consulting, Rail Study, 

Consultants and Engineers 92,865
2020 Master Plan 32,800
Total   $569,985

2 http://otsegonow.com/uploads/Otsego%20Rail%20Report%20Clark%20Patterson%20Lee.pdf

http://otsegonow.com/uploads/Otsego%20Rail%20Report%20Clark%20Patterson%20Lee.pdf
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We reviewed Board and project committee minutes3 and found no evidence of 
significant discussions of the pros and cons of developing the property. This would 
include taking into account the struggles of developing and attracting businesses 
to other COIDA-owned properties. Soon after the purchase, in June 2017, the 
previous CEO, who was instrumental in acquiring the property, announced his 
resignation.

COIDA has incurred and committed $569,985 for professional fees for studies, 
consultants and legal fees for the Rail Yards site (Figure 1) before and after 
acquiring the land. COIDA was awarded grants totaling approximately $180,000 
to help offset these costs.

Since the parcel was acquired, COIDA had a follow-up study completed to 
research the potential uses for the existing rail structure on the parcel. The study 
determined that a large-scale timber operation would be the only type of local 
industry that could take advantage of the potential to fully develop the property to 
be profitable as a functioning rail yard. The Board decided this proposal was not 
in County residents’ best interest due to cost and environmental factors.

While several development options were presented in the two studies, the new 
CEO and Board, consisting of newly appointed members, decided − based on 
the high cost of the options and the struggle with expanding energy resources − 
on a different, more streamlined approach to developing the property given the 
infrastructure and economic challenges COIDA faces. 

The Rail Yards property acquisition and development is an ongoing effort to 
further COIDA’s mission by providing developable land for private investment. 
However, it may take significant time and cost due to the challenges COIDA faces 
to ready the property. 

What Do We Recommend?

The Board should:

1. Work with the County and other local government and State agencies to 
develop needed infrastructure at the proposed industrial sites and promote 
development.

2. Continue working with local companies looking to expand and positively 
impact the local economy.

3 We reviewed Board minutes back to January 2014 and Project Committee minutes back to August 2014.
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The Board and COIDA officials should:

3. Properly plan for future property acquisitions, including documenting a 
detailed analysis in the meeting minutes of the pros and cons of acquiring 
and developing the property. The analysis also should consider the 
inclusion of an option to buy in the property acquisition.
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Appendix A: Response From IDA Officials
COIDA officials refer to attachments with their response. We did not include these attachments in the 
final report, as their response included sufficient details to indicate their intentions.
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See
Note 1
Page 12

See
Note 2
Page 12

See
Note 3
Page 12

See
Note 4
Page 12
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Appendix B: OSC Comments on the IDA’s Response

Note 1

The Board meeting minutes referenced that the former Chief Executive Officer 
was looking to discuss Rail Yards development with many of the local property 
owners nearby with the intention of forming a 200-acre business park, which 
would include COIDA’s 80 acres and the surrounding area. However, we did not 
find any references to Oneonta River Corporation’s or May Enterprises’ interest in 
buying shovel-ready sites or any reference to their future interest in the property. 

Note 2

We contacted two Board members who were on the Board at the time of the 
purchase to determine what discussions the Board had about the property, 
including pros and cons associated with the purchase. One Board member did 
not respond to our request. The other Board member joined the Board shortly 
before the purchase but was unable to provide us with perspective on Board 
discussions. However, she indicated that the decision to purchase the Rail Yards 
appeared to have been a long time before she joined the Board. 

Note 3

We identified three real estate-related executive sessions that took place during 
2015, 2016 and 2017. One of those sessions took place at the same meeting 
the Board passed a resolution to purchase the property. While it is possible that 
the Board discussed pros and cons at that meeting, the other two meetings took 
place after the Board approved the purchase. Therefore, based on the information 
available to us, we found no evidence that pros and cons were discussed.

Note 4

We were not provided with the tracker reports until we presented the draft report 
to officials at the exit discussion. While the May 2017 report does note the key 
obstacles of cost and the bridge, this was dated more than nine months after the 
Board approved the resolution to purchase the Rail Yards. Based on our review 
of the remaining tracker reports provided to us, we found no evidence of in depth 
discussions about the pros and cons of purchasing the Rail Yards.
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Appendix C: Audit Methodology and Standards

We conducted this audit pursuant to the State Comptroller’s authority as set forth 
in Article X, Section 5 of the State Constitution and Article 3 of the New York State 
General Municipal Law. To achieve the audit objective and obtain valid audit 
evidence, our audit procedures included the following:

 l We reviewed Board meeting minutes and interviewed members of the 
COIDA Board, the Chief Executive Officer, and the Director of Finance and 
Administration to gain an understanding of how COIDA plans to advance its 
mission and the challenges it faces.

 l We examined various reports and studies prepared for COIDA to assess the 
potential for developing the Rail Yards, along with the appraisal and various 
documents relating to the purchase of the property. We also discussed the 
purchase and potential development of the Rail Yards property and current 
and future plans for developing other COIDA-owned properties with the Chief 
Executive Officer.

 l We interviewed COIDA officials and reviewed various internally and 
externally prepared studies, reports, census data, websites and newspaper 
articles to understand the various challenges COIDA faces in bringing 
development to the County.

We conducted this performance audit in accordance with GAGAS (generally 
accepted government auditing standards). Those standards require that we 
plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a 
reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objective. 
We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objective.

Unless otherwise indicated in this report, samples for testing were selected 
based on professional judgment, as it was not the intent to project the results 
onto the entire population. Where applicable, information is presented concerning 
the value and/or size of the relevant population and the sample selected for 
examination.

The Board has the responsibility to initiate corrective action. A written corrective 
action plan (CAP) that addresses the findings and recommendations in this report 
should be prepared and provided to our office within 90 days, pursuant to Section 
35 of General Municipal Law. For more information on preparing and filing your 
CAP, please refer to our brochure, Responding to an OSC Audit Report, which 
you received with the draft audit report. 
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Appendix D: Resources and Services

Regional Office Directory 
www.osc.state.ny.us/files/local-government/pdf/regional-directory.pdf

Cost-Saving Ideas – Resources, advice and assistance on cost-saving ideas 
www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/publications

Fiscal Stress Monitoring – Resources for local government officials experiencing fiscal problems 
www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/fiscal-monitoring

Local Government Management Guides – Series of publications that include technical information 
and suggested practices for local government management 
www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/publications

Planning and Budgeting Guides – Resources for developing multiyear financial, capital, strategic and 
other plans 
www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/resources/planning-resources

Protecting Sensitive Data and Other Local Government Assets – A non-technical cybersecurity 
guide for local government leaders  
www.osc.state.ny.us/files/local-government/publications/pdf/cyber-security-guide.pdf

Required Reporting – Information and resources for reports and forms that are filed with the Office of 
the State Comptroller  
www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/required-reporting

Research Reports/Publications – Reports on major policy issues facing local governments and State 
policy-makers  
www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/publications

Training – Resources for local government officials on in-person and online training opportunities on a 
wide range of topics 
www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/academy

http://www.osc.state.ny.us/files/local-government/pdf/regional-directory.pdf
http://www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/publications
http://www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/fiscal-monitoring
http://www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/publications
http://www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/resources/planning-resources
http://www.osc.state.ny.us/files/local-government/publications/pdf/cyber-security-guide.pdf
http://www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/required-reporting
http://www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/publications
http://www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government/academy
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Contact
Office of the New York State Comptroller 
Division of Local Government and School Accountability 
110 State Street, 12th Floor, Albany, New York 12236

Tel: (518) 474-4037 • Fax: (518) 486-6479 • Email: localgov@osc.ny.gov

www.osc.state.ny.us/local-government

Local Government and School Accountability Help Line: (866) 321-8503

BINGHAMTON REGIONAL OFFICE – Ann C. Singer, Chief Examiner

State Office Building, Suite 1702 • 44 Hawley Street • Binghamton, New York 13901-4417

Tel (607) 721-8306 • Fax (607) 721-8313 • Email: Muni-Binghamton@osc.ny.gov

Serving: Broome, Chenango, Cortland, Delaware, Otsego, Schoharie, Tioga, Tompkins counties
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