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Erie County spent nearly $56 million on debris removal, the round-the- clock
operation of an emergency center and other costs from the October surprise
snowstorm in 2006, according to an audit released Monday.

The comprehensive report from the Erie County Comptroller’s Office did not find any
major issues in the county’s response to the storm and in its efforts to seek federal
and state reimbursement for this work.

The federal and state governments have repaid Erie County for all but $1.95 million
of the cost of its storm response, and officials at the relevant agencies have approved
this final payment.

“Here we are, four years almost to the anniversary of the storm, and we’re still owed
money,” County Comptroller Mark C. Poloncarz said.

He said the audit was meant to serve as a final accounting of the cost borne by Erie
County to clean up from the devastating storm.

The $55.9 million final figure includes $39.6 million for debris contractors, $7.8
million for people hired temporarily to monitor those contractors and $3 million for
overtime for county employees.

Republican County Executive Chris Collins wasn’t impressed by the Democratic
comptroller’s audit. “It’s not anything that’s surprising to us, and it’s a shame that
this report comes at taxpayer expense,” said Collins spokeswoman Ellen M. Notarius.
But the county’s commissioner for emergency services focused on the positive.
Gregory W. Skibitsky said the audit shows that Erie County officials “followed all
appropriate state and federal guidelines in regards to recouping our expenses.”

The early season storm dumped snow and ice on the region on Oct. 12 and 13, 2006,
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snapping tree limbs and power lines and causing severe damage. The cost of the
storm response for all governments in Erie, Niagara, Genesee and Orleans counties
was $135 million, according to the State Emergency Management Office.

Erie County officials initially speculated that the county’s cost alone for storm
cleanup might reach $150 million, but this was not the case, Poloncarz said.

The county spent its $55.9 million to clear debris from county roads, property,
facilities and rights of way; to run its Emergency Operations Center; and to provide
assistance in a handful of cases where it was requested by local municipalities.

The hiring of contractors to remove debris was the county’s biggest expense,
Poloncarz said. Local contractors received the bulk of these payments, but they hired
out-of- town subcontractors to perform most of the work.

A total of 928 Erie County workers received $3 million in overtime for the storm
response, the audit found, and 14 of the top 20 overtime earners worked for the
Sheriff’s Office.

Sheriff’s deputies stood watch at the county’s dumping site to make sure no one
illegally dropped off debris, Poloncarz said. And corrections officers accompanied
inmates from the Erie County Correctional Facility in Alden as they did cleanup work.

The top earner, Sheriff’s Sgt. Martin Bronisz, received $78,969 for his 1,950 hours of
overtime.

Sheriff’s spokeswoman Mary Murray said no one in the office was available to
comment on the comptroller’s audit.

Three of the top 20 overtime earners were management confidential employees who
won an exception from the County Legislature to earn cash payments for this
additional work.

The State Emergency Management Office, or SEMO, and the Federal Emergency
Management Agency, or FEMA, reimbursed county and local governments for their
storm-related expenses.

Poloncarz said the two agencies rejected only one $50,000 claim out of the $57.2
million in reimbursement sought by Erie County. “We had a very good relationship”
with those agencies, he said.

In contrast to the county, FEMA’s inspector general in March issued a critical audit
saying the City of Buffalo spent $4 million more than necessary because it didn’t wait
a week to begin clearing storm debris, as was done in the suburbs.

The inspector general urged FEMA to demand reimbursement of $4.3 million of the
$31.5 million the city received in disaster grants. But a regional FEMA administrator
in August concluded that the city’s cleanup actions were “reasonable” and “necessary”
given the emergency conditions that it faced.
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Erie County still hasn’t received its final payment from SEMO. The county is awaiting
$1.95 million that Poloncarz said he believes has been held up by the state’s budget
problems. FEMA has paid the money to SEMO and both agencies have approved the
reimbursement, Poloncarz said.

swatson@buffnews.com

Comments

There are no comments on this story.
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