COLUMBIA-GREENE COMMUNITY COLLEGE

INTERVIEWED: Martin Smith

INTERVIEWED BY: Dr. Rosanne Yetzer

January 31, 2006


RY: I know that SUNY is very anxious to hear from each of the people that will be participating to recount the history of the early community colleges.  Could you please tell us how and when you first became associated with Columbia-Greene Community College and also how long you were associated with it? 
MS: Well, actually, I’m still associated with it.  I’m currently still a trustee.  I first became associated with the college in, I think, 1975 when I was asked by a friend of mine who was active in the Democratic Party whether I would have any interest in becoming a trustee.  And I’m not politically connected at all; I explained that to him, and he realized that.  The Democratic Party was having difficulty finding someone who they felt would be appropriate, and he asked would I please submit a resume, which I did.  I was appointed by Governor Hugh Carey to the Board.  And from there I was reappointed by Governor Cuomo and then reappointed by the Greene County Legislature twice.  Except for a short period when I actually retired from the Board, I have been associated for 30 years.  

RY: That’s wonderful.  Who were some of the colleagues or contemporaries with whom you worked at the college and what do you remember best about their contributions?  

MS: I remember the founding president was still the president when I came on the board so I worked very closely with him.  You’ve got to understand that it was, 30 years ago; I was young for a college trustee so as a result I don’t know whether I was treated with kid gloves or really was not made to feel like I was an insider that really knew the inner workings of the college.  I do remember early on working with Jim Campion who I believe came to the college in the same time frame that I did.  I also remember working with the secretary to the president, Mickey Paulino.  And the dean of the college was General Henry Boles.  I remember working with him also.  

RY: General?

MS: General, yes.  Retired military.  

RY: Do you remember what their contributions might have been?

MS: Well, obviously the founding president was the first college person that the two counties had had in their employ, so his importance was not just to be the founding president but to give an academic presence in the community.  

RY: And what was his name?  Do you recall?  

MS: Give me a minute.  Ed Owen.  

RY: Ed Owen.  Okay.  And General Boles, do you recall?

MS: B-o-l-z.  No it’s Boles.  

RY: Okay.  

MS: I just think that he brought some organizational skills to the table. I didn’t know the actual players on the academic end early on and I would be hard-pressed to remember many of the academic deans’ names.  If I saw pictures I’m sure I could put a face to a name.  

RY: Did you get to know members of the faculty and the staff?  

MS: Probably not, other than meetings and perhaps at some off-campus dinners, I don’t think that any of the board members came into a lot of contact with faculty and staff in the early years.  As my time here has gone on I would say that in the present day I see President Campion at least once a month other than on board meeting nights, but in the early years, no, I did not come in contact with many of the faculty members or the staff.  

RY: Do you recall any names of people that were perhaps on faculty or staff that were particularly helpful to the college?  

MS: Dr. Don Drumm, who was the head of the science department here, was very visible in the community and was very well-known.  He brought a bit of notoriety to the college.  He was very interested in the environment and the effects of, for instance, cement plants, which are very prevalent in our area.  And as a result he was in the newspapers.  And as I say, he was very well-liked by his students, and as a result, I would say was very instrumental in having the college viewed in a very favorable light.  

RY: Were there ever any town-gown problems or problems in the relationship with college sponsors?  

MS: I don’t know whether I should answer that or not.  

RY: Okay.  

MS: I guess I will say yes, and I think history would bear me out that at least from the Greene County side there were some problems with the founding president.  As a result, to secure solid ground sponsorship from at least Greene County it was necessary to replace the founding president.  
RY: Okay.  
When did collective bargaining come to campus?  
MS: I don’t know.  I can’t answer that question.  My first recollection of it was in meetings with Jim Campion and Joe Matese, who were both staff members for the collective bargaining unit for the college, and the reports that they would bring to the board.  In both cases you can look and see when their employment began.  I think probably, those are my earliest recollections of collective bargaining.  

RY: Do you remember how it affected the campus?

MS: I do not.  

RY: Okay.  Do you recall how the college worked to develop the campus and the buildings?

MS: The only thing that I’m aware of, and it's only what I’ve heard, is that after the two-county committee was organized there were discussions as to where the college would be situated and for whatever reason, I do know it was a very political decision.  It was decided it would reside in Columbia County.  And I believe there were some discussions with Parks and Recreation and whatever organization that might have been called back in the mid-60s where the Olana Historical Site was being developed.  I guess that it came to pass that there was property set aside for the location of the college, and I do believe that there were some agreements made that because the college could not reside in Greene County, and I’m not sure exactly what, but there were some provisions made to make some accommodations for Greene County.  

RY: What were the changes that came about in the campus and the buildings over the years?

MS: Well, the original building was a single building under one roof and when it became obvious that the college had to expand, it was decided that two new buildings would be added, that a performing arts or auditorium was a necessary component that we did not have originally. So we added that, and we did feel that automotive technology was something that was needed so we added a technology building and that particular project added two buildings to the campus.  The next project that we undertook was a complete renovation of the existing building.  The original design consisted of two courtyards that were under-utilized and under-maintained so as a result, in our design we filled in the courtyards and made them part of the original building.  We also added an outbuilding to house our maintenance department.  We are currently in the process of building a fourth building that will complete the quadrangle.  And let’s see, what’s it going to be called? The Professional Academic Center.  It will give us the ability to hold business seminars and also will house the workforce development office on campus.  
RY: What is the anticipated date of completion?  Do you know?  

MS: I believe that the completion will be the fall semester of ’07 but it could be sooner.  

RY: Wonderful.  
Was the college foundation active while you were at the college and how successful do you feel it was?  And also, who were some of the foundation leaders that you might remember?

MS: To the best of my knowledge, the foundation was started by President Robert Luther during his tenure.  
RY: Do you have any idea when that might have been?

MS: In the early- to mid-'80s.  I think he had just come from a college that had had a foundation and he felt it was important to tap community resources to fund scholarships for students and felt that it gave the college some visibility in the community.  He recruited Eugene Summers, a very active businessman in Greene County, and I do recall that he was one of the real driving forces in the foundation during those years.  

RY: And you said Greene County?

MS: Yes.  And you’ve got to understand that our college is unique in that it is separated by a river and so you have to cross the bridge to get to our college.  The river is wider than a one-mile span and as a result, at least in my case, I know many people from Columbia County now who in those years I just didn’t come in contact with it.  I was a businessman in Greene County and I had very few customers in Columbia County.  So there really was a divide.  So when I say I knew the people who were active from Greene County that’s only because that’s the way it was.  There were members from Columbia County and there were members from Greene County but I didn’t know the people from Columbia County.  
RY: Very interesting.  And I think it’s also true of other places along the river.  

MS: Actually, one of the members that is very active in the foundation is Jim Salerno and also his wife, Jill, and I think that she is still quite involved in the foundation.  Jim was a member of the Board of Trustees when I first came on the Board so he is one of the people in Columbia County that through the college I met and continue to know.  

RY: Okay.  Thank you.  
What were the most interesting or exciting times, situations or incidents that you are aware of?  

MS: Well, as I alluded to before, early on I considered it an exciting time when it became obvious that the founding president had to be replaced.  And the search process for the new president I found rather exciting--to be part of the search committee and to interview candidates that would take that position.  As the college evolved I think each time that it became necessary to search for a new president those were always interesting times that kind of re-invigorated the campus into looking at itself and what the needs of the campus were.  
Also, the campaigns to expand the campus.  Each time you go to the sponsors to look for funds to expand the campus I think those are exciting times because you interact with your sponsors.  It’s an unfortunate reality that also exciting times are each year at budget time, when you start to ask your sponsors for increased funds to operate the college.  

RY: Certainly challenging times, for sure.  

MS: Yes.  

RY: Thank you.  What do you think the impact of Columbia-Greene Community College has been on the community and what are the biggest accomplishments or disappointments?  

MS: I’m not sure that I know of any disappointments.  I think that other than the fact that I truly believe that Columbia-Greene provides a good opportunity for students to obtain a college education or at least start the process to work towards a baccalaureate degree.  I think that the college really has been a catalyst for the two counties working together.  I do not know how it was before.  I grew up in Greene County, but I think that when you say Columbia you immediately say, ‘slash Greene,’ and it allows the community to look at itself in maybe a combined two-county effort.  So as a result, I think it has been a very positive force in the mid-Hudson region for both counties.  
RY: What do you wish, if anything had been achieved which has not been.  

MS: I wish that we were able to establish a satellite campus in Greene County that might have made it a little bit easier for perhaps the mountain-top communities to become more actively involved in the college, given the geography of our county.  It is certainly easier for students in the outlying areas to attend rival community colleges and given the charge-back system in New York State, it becomes detrimental to Columbia-Greene.  It is very difficult for us to recruit students that have to drive half an hour to 45 minutes to attend Columbia-Greene when they can much more easily attend Ulster or Hudson Valley Community College.  

RY: Have there been various efforts to establish a satellite?  

MS: There have been talks.  I don’t know that they’ve ever gotten so serious that it became imminent that it was going to be established.  I continue to hear talks that there is a possibility there will be a satellite location in Coxsackie.  We do have a river ecology center located between Catskill and Athens that I think is a wonderful facility; we do use that for environmental science courses.  But, to answer your question, no; I don’t know that it’s really gotten to the point where it’s going to happen.  

RY: What, if any, are the most difficult problems that were faced while you were associated with the college, and what were the outcomes?  
MS: I think that, as I've discussed earlier, most of the problems that I have been involved with were fiscal in nature.  They’ve just involved negotiation and private talks with our legislators.  It comes to pass that the members of the Board that reside in Greene County are usually the go-betweens with the purse-holders in Greene County and just the opposite in Columbia County.  Those are the difficult things when you’re looking for funding.  It just takes some serious negotiation.  
RY:   In your opinion what was it about Columbia-Greene Community College that attracted the students?  And what kept it apart from other colleges?

MS: Well, the very nature of what a community college is.  Its location makes it easily accessible for the residents.  We do not have dormitories so obviously most of our students come from the two-county area.  I think that we offer a wide variety of courses that make it easy for our students to obtain either a certificate or a degree, if they are only going to go for a two-year course of study or a one-year course of study, where they can find employment in the two-county area.  If they choose to go on, it’s a very low-cost alternative to starting right in at a four-year college.  I think that’s the very nature of the community college.  It’s easily accessible and easily affordable.  

RY: Are there any programs offered at Columbia-Greene that you feel set it apart from other community colleges?  

MS: I’m not sure that it sets it apart.  I think that our automotive program is very strong.  I know that our nursing program is extremely strong and a necessity, given that we have a local hospital in Columbia County that is constantly in need of qualified nursing personnel.  So, I think that’s a very, very important program.  I also think that we have a very strong technology and computer program and given the nature of employment today it’s essential that all students have a strong base in I.T.  And I think we do provide that.  

RY: Okay. 
What programs or other college services such as student services, community involvement, athletics or even programs of study (I know that you have just touched on three), but what other college services do you remember?  

MS: I’m not exactly sure what it is called but I do know that the college provides a very strong summer program for high school students that teach employment skills to the two-county’s high school students.  I know that it’s been a popular program; I’m not exactly sure how it works, whether they’re actually paid a salary to attend workshops on the campus, but I do know that it’s a worthwhile program.  I know that the college also hosts seniors groups.  

RY: Senior citizens or seniors in high school?

MS: Senior citizens.  And that’s very important for the ongoing support.  

RY: I noticed that there was a Department of Labor indication on campus.  Is the DOL located at the site?  

MS: Yes, that’s exactly what it is.  And the new building that we’re building is the new site that will house them and also give us the ability to have business conferences.  

RY: Has the DOL had a long history with Columbia-Greene?  

MS: I would say maybe with workforce development.  The college has always been interested in that, and I would say maybe it’s 15 years now that it’s been on campus.  I mean, time flies, it goes by so fast.  But they have been on campus for quite a while.  

RY: Very good move.  That’s very interesting.  
Do you know anything about the relationship between the college and SUNY Central?  

MS: Not a whole lot.  I used to attend annually the day that college leaders and, I believe, the people from SUNY Central would go to lobby the state legislature.  This gave me a chance to voice some displeasure with SUNY Central in that during the search process for our last president, when Jim became president, SUNY Central attempted to have influence on our choice for president.  And it was very poorly received by the college trustees.  I do not believe that the effort was successful in attempting to influence the choice of president.  It was inappropriate for the SUNY to attempt in any way to influence our choice, although they do have the final say in who will become president.  But as I say, I feel personally that it is very inappropriate for them to in any way try to influence the choice of president.  
RY: -The two questions that follow may not be applicable but we’ll try them and see if you can give me your thoughts, if appropriate.  Are you aware of how and why the need for a college came up?  

MS: I am not.  

RY: Okay.  And were you involved in choosing the first president?  

MS: No.  I’ve been involved in choosing every subsequent one but not the first one.  

RY:  Do you know how many presidents there have been at Columbia?

MS: Sure.  Ed Owens, Roger VanWinkle, Robert Luther, Terry Klein, and Jim Campion.  And I’ve served with all of them.  

RY: Okay.  Thank you.  
What attracted you to this college?  

MS: I wouldn’t say that I was attracted to the college.  I was asked to serve on its Board and I guess that’s what attracted me.  Once I became involved obviously I became interested; the longer you’re here the more it becomes an integral part of your being.  You become very proud of your involvement with the college.  I think it’s probably one of the most worthwhile things that the taxpayers provide for the two counties.  

RY: It’s clear that you’re very dedicated to the college.  It really is.  What challenges, in particular, did you face?  You may have touched on this when you talked about fiscal problems.  

MS: Obviously, those are the challenges.  To make the needs of the college known to the people that are going to make the decisions to fund programs, to fund expansion, to fund annual budgets, to send their children to the college.  I think that it is essential for prominent people in the community to be involved with the college and that the college make a good outward appearance.  There are people of stature involved with the college; it’s a good place to attend.  

RY: Okay.  
Are there any other questions that I should ask that I haven’t or any comments that you wish to make?  

MS: No.  

RY: Okay.  

MS: No, I did get my one shot in about the attempt to influence with the choosing of the president.  I’m sure it won't fall on deaf ears.  

RY: Well, I thank you for adding that in.  I know that it’s important to you and so it should certainly be there.  
Are there any interesting colleagues that you’d suggest that we also talk to?  

MS: I think that if you can contact Charles Shattenkirk, I think that he certainly can give you the history at least from the Columbia County side.  He was a founding trustee and he might be the only living member of the initial committee.  If I saw the names of the people involved early on I could tell you whether any of them that I know of from Greene County are still alive but most of the names that could provide some real insight from the Greene County side from the early years have all passed away  So, for that fact I think it’s important that you talk to Charles.  
RY: Okay.  I will make every attempt to do so.  I will.  I know we talked about his being in Florida...  

MS: Actually, there is a trustee emeritus here at the college.  Jack Guterman.  And I’m not sure whether he’s in Florida now, but he could possibly provide some insight.  

RY: Okay.  I know that Professor Neal Robbins, who put this study together, has a list of people who have, in fact, relocated to Florida, and he will be making a trip to Florida to try to capture all of those interviews.  So, even in the case of Charles, I think that what I at least need to do is to find out where he is in Florida so that we can move ahead.
MS: Right.  Well, you might find that Jack is also there.  
RY: Okay.  

MS: But either way he should be at least spoken to.  

RY: Okay.  Well, I appreciate that; I do.  Thank you very much.  

RY: I would like to take a moment to ask you if there any other questions I should ask or any other comments that you wish to make.  

MS: I think that one further comment that I would like to make is about the charge-back system that is employed in New York State.  I feel that it is a very unfair way to fund community college education.  I think it puts colleges like Columbia-Greene at a very unfair disadvantage given its close proximity of Hudson Valley Community College to the north.  Hudson Valley is a very well-funded institution with resources that are just so far and above what’s available to Columbia-Greene.  As a result they are able to attract many students.  Our two counties are penalized for having our residents attend a sister institution.  It just seems to me that it sets up a very bad precedent; it also sets up a bad precedent when you have community colleges competing with each other for students.  That in itself is not the problem.  The problem is that when a student is recruited, there is a charge-back to the county where the student resides by the college where they are going to attend.  It makes it very difficult for college funding and, quite frankly, it is very difficult to explain to the supervisors and the legislators in the two counties as to why students attend other colleges than their home community college.  I don’t know what the solution is but it certainly is a problem, and it’s a problem that at some point does have to be looked at by the State.  

RY: I’m really happy that you’ve added this additional information because I’ve recognized from other interviews that this is a concern in the smaller colleges and particularly the rural community colleges.  So, I thank you for adding this additional information.  Thank you very much.  
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