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When Joel Seligman was chosen 
to lead the University of Roch-
ester in 2004, he came from the 
Washington University School 

of Law with a reputation for having given 
the law school a greater national and in-
ternational stature. His plans for UR have 
been no less ambitious.

Upon taking the job, Seligman outlined 
goals to increase the school’s endowment, 
boost its reputation and develop stronger 
relationships with the city and county. He 
also has plans to expand the undergraduate 
college by more than 1,000 students and 
hire 80 more faculty members over the next 
10 years. Meanwhile, UR has consistently 
ranked among the top universities in terms 
of sponsored research funding, a stated 
priority of Seligman.

In recent years, the university’s impact on 
the Rochester area has been arguably the 
greatest of any business or organization. 
The Center for Governmental Research 
Inc. estimated that in 2007 the university 
generated—directly or indirectly—as many 
as 43,000 jobs in a five-county region and 
more than $1.9 billion in payroll.

After the recent financial crisis reduced 
the university’s endowment by nearly $400 
million at its lowest point, Seligman helped 
institute a multipronged response including 
salary freezes, layoffs and reductions in the 
endowment payout to the colleges. Seligman 
also froze his own salary and increased his 
donation to the school to $100,000.

Rochester Business Journal reporter 
Nate Dougherty and Editor Paul Ericson 
conducted a wide-ranging interview with 
the UR president in May. An edited tran-
script follows:

ROCHESTER BUSINESS JOURNAL: 
On June 30, a few weeks before this is 
published, you will complete four years 
as president of the university. We were 
thinking of asking you what four-year GPA 
you think you’ve earned, but we’ll make 
it a bit easier: In terms of what you’ve ac-
complished since July 1, 2005, what would 

Seligman aims for a bigger, better UR
Recession’s effect on endowment has delayed but not derailed president’s plans
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Four years into what he hopes will be at least 10 years leading UR, Joel Seligman says “the 
challenge now is to execute our strategic plan. … We need to focus on the critical programs 
that will raise the University of Rochester’s profile and bring to us more great faculty and 
more great students.”
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be at the top of the list? And what’s sur-
prised you most?

JOEL SELIGMAN: Well, surprise is 
easy—it’s the crash of 2008. You had a 
world in which stock market prices between 
selected dates in October 2007 and March 
2009 declined 54 percent, and that’s had 
implications for our endowment. But that, 
while it has been significant tactically to how 
we respond to next year’s budget, has not 
thrown us off our basic strategic plans.

When I came here, this was a university 
that had amazing strengths in academic 
programs—ranging from the Institute of 
Optics (to) political science, neurology 
and neurosurgery in the medical center, the 
Eastman School of Music—but we were 
not as well recognized when you looked 
at the most important peer set. For us, the 
peer set I’ve consistently focused on has 
been the private universities that are mem-
bers of the Association of American Uni-
versities and have medical schools. The 
average size of these institutions was about 
17,000 students. We had about 8,500. Most 
significantly, when you look between 1990 
and 2005, their faculty growth rates have 
been dramatically more than ours.

As a general proposition when you look 
at strategic plans, clearly the focus has to 
be how do you identify areas where we can 
be exceptional, how do you ensure every 
part of the university can be good, what is 
the right size for the university and how do 
you better integrate operations when you 
have the advantages of being a university 
with a great tradition of collaboration in 
interdisciplinary studies? From that per-
spective we’ve made some progress. We’ve 
seen some initial growth under our strategic 
plan, seen significant success in the college 
in terms of increasing applications, and 
we’ve begun to see an increase in diversity 
of students, and we think that’s due in part 
to new programs being created.

The medical center is the largest part 
of the university in terms of cash flow, 
at a little over 80 percent. There are two 
quite different challenges. Our clini-
cal care—which services the hospitals 
and nursing facilities—is financially 
the most significant part of the univer-
sity. It has grown, it faces an occupan-
cy crisis, and our strategic challenge is 
clearly identified: We need more beds. 
We have through PRISM—Pediatric Re- 
placement and Imaging Sciences Mod- 
ernization—a proposal for what we believe 
is the ideal way to proceed. That has been 
slowed because of financial exigencies. 
We will pursue that, so at the top of the 
list as we move forward will be analyzing 
what is the proper way to pursue PRISM 
now that our access to the debt market has 

been trimmed back some.
If you focus on the other part of the med-

ical center, which is research, we are al-
most in a golden age at this point. We’ve 
seen dramatic growth in the dollar magni-
tudes in terms of NIH and similar funding. 
To give you aggregate data throughout the 
university, we’ve grown from $220 million 
in sponsored research in 2000 to $389 mil-
lion last year. I anticipate that we will sig-
nificantly grow in the fiscal year 2009 and 
in 2010, in part because of the momentum 
we had before the American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act, but dramatically accel-
erated by that act. We don’t quite know 
what the full implications will be, but we 
do know it will be significant.

The key to growth on the research side 
has been a systematic expansion of lab 
space. We have over the last few years 
added the Aab Cardiovascular Research In-
stitute on Bailey Road, added the James P. 
Wilmot Cancer Center and Goergen Hall, 
which houses biomedical engineering and 
optics. Now we’ve started on the Clinical 
and Translational Sciences Building.

The Eastman School of Music, in the 
U.S. News’ most recent analysis, was 
ranked number one in the country for grad-
uate music programs. It nonetheless need-
ed a booster shot, and the booster shot we 
focused on has been new facilities. Those 
are on track, and the two-phase project 
will open Oct. 8 with the renovated Kodak 
Hall at Eastman Theatre and about a year 
later the new wing with a recital hall and 
rehearsal hall, which means that Kodak 
Hall can be used more frequently.

The Simon School is a key part to the uni-
versity in terms of reputation, and it’s been 
one in terms of intellectual contribution 
that has been stellar. Mark Zupan has been 
a particularly inspiring leader, and we’ve 
seen significant growth in MBA students 
and Simon recently has added some very 
significant new faculty members. They’re 
moving in a direction which may lead to 
a lift, potentially, in outside rankings. It’s 
certainly strengthening the school in terms 
of the quality and the education they’re 
providing. New programs like the medi-
cal management masters, new accounting 
and auditing, new programs in areas like 
pricing are making a difference.

The college (of arts, sciences and engi-
neering) is the most complicated strategic 
challenge the university has, even though 
it’s not the largest in dollar magnitude. 
You don’t have in the college the same 
kind of financial resources you do else-
where. While the college receives over a 
quarter of its budget from sponsored re-
search, the college is largely a tuition-driv-
en school. The good news is the college is 

very strong among student applicants and 
matriculants. The challenge, though, is to 
be fully competitive. To be as effective as 
we want to be, they intend to grow about 
25 percent in terms of size of the faculty, 
and it has to be growth that focuses on 
the programs that can be of the greatest 
consequence for strengthening the overall 
college and indeed the university.

(Dean) Peter Lennie came up with an 
insightful plan for doing this. We’re hav-
ing a pause in terms of the faculty growth 
for next year. Our strategic challenge for 
the summer will be, “OK, we’ve survived 
the tsunami. Now it’s time to get the plan 
moving again. How do we do this?” And 
that will be a great deal of conversation.

When you look at the last four years, I’m 
pleased with the leadership team, pleased 
with the strategic plans and the tremendous 
support from the board. We started to make 
some progress in infrastructure in terms of 
advancement. We’ve seen dramatic growth 
in the last three years in terms of alumni 
and friend support, from about $69 million 
to $109 million last year. This will be an 
off year everywhere. We also have seen an 
amazing growth in the alumni and friends 
who have joined the George Eastman Circle, 
which is a five-year commitment to annual 
giving where we have over 1,100 members, 
starting from zero less than two years ago.

Communications are more effective than 
when I first arrived. My general sense was 
we were a strong university that wasn’t 
as well known as we should have been. 
And with Bill Murphy having a sense of 
how Chicago does it, how the University 
of Illinois does it, how Ohio State does it, 
which are his previous employment, we’re 
more effective in having stories commu-
nicated to a national media and in our in-
ternal communication.

The big challenge for us right now is 
looking not just at what we did the last 
four years but the future. Great universi-
ties move in academic time. They don’t 
move as rapidly as business corporations 
do. Research universities virtually never 
fail. But the challenge now is to execute 
our strategic plan. We need to grow the 
university, we need to focus on the critical 
programs that will raise the University of 
Rochester’s profile and bring to us more 
great faculty and more great students.

RBJ: In terms of layoffs and delays, 
are you comfortable saying those difficult 
times are now behind you?

SELIGMAN: The reality is we’re go-
ing back to the debt markets, in all likeli-
hood, in the next couple of months. We  
will be generating sufficient debt capital,  
so the Eastman project will occur, CTSB 
is going to occur, a number of infrastruc-
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ture projects this year will occur. The big 
impact of last year’s deterioration of the 
debt markets, more than anything else, was 
on PRISM. We were seeking about $150 
million in debt for PRISM.

Assuming we have reached stabilization, 
we will go forward with a much smaller 
debt offering than we anticipated, not a 
quarter of a billion but $100 million or so, 
in July of this year. Next year we may go 
back to the debt market to focus on PRISM. 
I can’t give you magnitudes yet because 
we’re working through permutations, but in 
effect when you look at construction at the 
University of Rochester, at the end of the 
day we still intend to pursue each project. 
We’re not doing it as quickly as we hoped 
to, but the major projects that had already 
started are continuing. Others in the plan-
ning phase—PRISM is the most visible, a 
new building for the school of education is 
one we’re going through the analytics on 
reasonably soon—we intend to do them.

RBJ: In terms of staff layoffs, you had 
to do some earlier this year. You said at the 
time if the economy worsened you might 

have to go back to that. Do you think that 
won’t be the case?

SELIGMAN: The problem is that I can’t 
predict the future with certainty. But with 
what has occurred between when I made 
that statement and now, certainly we’ve felt 
no pressure to have any significant num-
ber of additional layoffs. My anticipation 
is that things have stabilized. Clearly our 
endowment is up, and we have confidence 
in terms of tuition income for next year.

There are two great uncertainties we face 
going forward, and they do have implica-
tions for all parts of the university. First is 
how the economy will behave. If we are in 
a recovery, nobody can tell me if it’s a V, 
an L or a W. You can’t tell with certainty 
when we will really feel like we can come 
out of it, not just stability. The other that 
is particularly significant to us is health 
care finance. We’ve had a lot of discus-
sion this year with respect to Albany and 
some cuts in specific programs because of 
the finances of New York State. In the next 
months our focus will be on Washington 
and new health care legislation.

We know that a priority of the presi-
dent will be to at least reduce the rate of 
increase of health care costs, and this will 
have implications for hospitals. We have 
some sense of the ideas being considered, 
but we don’t have a definitive legislative 
package. There is a considerable probabil-
ity something will be adopted in this calen-
dar year. This is a major dynamic for us.

Assuming the economy doesn’t give us 
any ugly surprises and whatever happens 
at the federal and state level is manageable, 
I don’t anticipate any significant number 
of layoffs. The key to our approach to 
the economic emergency is very simple: 
protect the core. We’re very proud of the 
quality of our faculty and staff and want 
the best students here. We know if you’re 
making significant cuts it will discourage 
people, people who are mobile may leave 
and students won’t be enthusiastic about 
coming here. So we were absolutely de-
termined to minimize layoffs as much as 
we could. It was a universitywide effort as 
everyone earning above $40,000 partici-
pated in a salary freeze, and while no one 

Another challenge for UR’s top executive

Photo by Kimberly McKinzie

One day after his interview with the 
Rochester Business Journal, Uni-
versity of Rochester president Joel 
Seligman faced a new, unexpected 

challenge: responding to the severe in-
jury suffered by University of Roches-
ter Medical Center CEO Bradford Berk 
M.D. in a cycling accident.

Within 48 hours, UR had named Mark 
Taubman M.D. (seen above with Selig-
man, center, and UR board chairman emer-
itus Robert Witmer Jr., left), chairman of 
the medical center’s department of medi-
cine, to serve as acting CEO.

In remarks to URMC staff that day, 
Seligman spelled out the challenges the 

medical center and Taubman would face, 
including an ambitious but stalled ex-
pansion plan for Strong Memorial, the 
medical center’s teaching hospital, and 
reductions in state funding that would 
impact Strong and URMC’s communi-
ty hospital, Highland, as well as its two 
nursing homes.                                   n
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shouted hosanna going through this, we all 
understood that part of the salary freeze 
meant we were protecting jobs.

RBJ: You mentioned that the medical 
center accounts for roughly 80 percent of 
the university’s operating revenues. Is this 
dependence on the medical center healthy 
for the university? As you’ve noted previ-
ously, most of the university’s material risks 
are located within the medical center.

SELIGMAN: Start with the benefits of 
the relationship. Because we own our hos-
pitals, some of the political complexity of 
universities that have affiliate relationships 
is obviated. There’s closer integration of 
medical research and clinical care; hospital 
decisions are made to ensure that we have 
the best quality of residents participating in 
the program. When decisions for the medi-
cal center as a medical center are made, 
at the table is not only the person running 
the hospitals but the dean of the school of 
medicine, those particularly concerned with 
research, and they make decisions led by 
the CEO of the medical center.

When I compare our structure, say, with 
other universities without that level of in-
tegration, I am impressed with how effec-
tively we make decisions, how much less 
tension there is, how much less of going 
off in different directions we see in strat-
egy and goals. The trade-off in doing this is 
a large portion of your cash flow is coming 
from the medical center. In a literal sense 
it’s 80 percent, sometimes more. In a re-
alistic sense, this does create considerable 
risk for the university. This is because of 
the annual changes we’ve seen in state fi-
nance of health care, potentially federal fi-
nance of health care, ongoing relationships 
with third-party payers, in some instances 
labor negotiations and medical malprac-
tice, among other things.

The reality is, as significant as those 
risks are, they’re worth bearing because 
we have one of the great medical centers 
in the country today. We have a greater ca-
pacity to attract and retain some outstand-
ing medical researchers as well as clini-
cians because we have the integrated mod-
el. While it means I spend a fair amount 
of time focused on the medical center, I 
get to work with a great leadership team 
there. If you look at the potentiality of this  
university, it’s stronger bearing those risks 
than it would be otherwise.

I’ll give you a couple of illustrations of 
this. We just started a major new initiative 
in neuromedicine that’s building on some 
existing strengths. What this will mean 
in effect is there’s a bridge across Elm-
wood Avenue. Brain and cognitive science, 
which is one of our strongest and most im-
portant departments in the college, will be 

working closely with neurology and certain 
other fields in the new institute. If we had 
a different kind of model, that kind of in-
teractivity wouldn’t be possible.

Our biomedical engineering program, 
which is housed in the college, only ex-
ists because it was a joint venture with the 
school of medicine. Medical management is 
in effect a joint venture between the school 
of medicine and the Simon School. Nanosci-
ence for medicine is something the new Ha-
jim School of Engineering and the school of 
medicine are going to be jointly pursuing.

RBJ: The university’s endowment in 
the second half of 2008 dropped 20 per-
cent. Has it recovered this year, and will 
it affect the academic divisions or medi-
cal center?

SELIGMAN: We’ve seen somewhat 
of a balance since the nadir, which was 
perhaps March 1 when the Dow closed 
at a little over 6500. We don’t have ab-
solute final numbers for May, but for the 
full year I estimate we’re down 20 to 25 
percent. It’s a lot better than 30 percent, 
which is where we were at certain points 
earlier this year.

The way we calculate endowment payout 
is using a five-year rolling average in the 
formal sense, but we also take a hard look 
at market values. This 
year we reduced the endowment payout from 
the $98 million we were planning for our 
strategic plan adoption in October 2008 to 
$83 million for next year. That has some 
implications. We reduced the endowment 
payout in every school.

When you look at the university as a 
whole, endowment is significant, but it’s 
less significant to us than to some of our 
peers. This means in the college of arts, sci-
ences and engineering, the endowment will 
support 13 percent of the budget next year, 
compared to Harvard’s college of arts and 
sciences, where it’s about 50 percent. There 
are a number of other Ivy League schools 
that are closer to Harvard than to us.

RBJ: Is that a function of the fact that 
they have larger endowments?

SELIGMAN: Absolutely.
RBJ: So, due to the fact that the univer-

sity has lagged in a way against its peers, 
you have been less dependent on it?

SELIGMAN: That’s a fair way to char-
acterize it, and it’s clearly not something I 
want. I would like the largest endowment I 
can have for the university, and I would like 
to grow it over time, but it is a fortuitous 
consequence. Universities can become ad-
dicted to endowment payouts. So we’re a 
little bit smaller as a university than I would 
like to be, and as we grow the endowment, 
we can also grow the size of the faculty. We 
can also grow the faculty based on growth 

in student body size as well, and maybe to 
some degree sponsored research. Realisti-
cally, if you look at the endowments there 
is one school, Eastman, where the endow-
ment is about 50 percent of the operating 
budget. That is the only one that’s kind of 
like some of the Ivy League.

What this means as a practical matter: 
The crash of 2008 was of consequence. 
It may have been less consequential than 
for some of our peers, but the real differ-
entiating factor that is quite stunning is 
what does it mean operationally. It means 
a number of universities have gone to the 
debt market and borrowed money for oper-
ations. As a practical matter, this has meant 
about 20 universities with AAA debt rat-
ings will be downgraded. We just got writ-
ten up to AA and do not anticipate as we go 
forward with the debt offering in the next 
few months that we will be written down. 
We’ve taken some steps to ensure that we 
are not, and in fact our financial situation is 
a relatively stable one from the perspective 
of the debt market between clear growth 
in enrollment and very solid applications, 
and a reasonably strong pattern of margins 
in the medical center. Clearly we showed 
nimbleness in responding to some of the 
challenges the state budget provided to us 
this year, and our endowment, while re-
duced, is still reasonably strong.

RBJ: In terms of cash gifts, it has been a 
goal to raise more than $1 billion and you’ve 
received a number of large gifts this year 
too. But overall has that gone down this 
year? What has been the impact if it has?

SELIGMAN: This year there’s been a 
decrease; I can’t give you the final numbers 
yet. We went from $69 million two years 
ago to $84 million to $109 million, and we 
will probably be somewhere around $70 
million, perhaps a tad less or more. I think 
it will be a one-year anomaly. We should 
be moving in the right direction again next 
year. I say this in part because of a signifi-
cant growth in pledges in a tough year and 
the timing of some gifts to arrive in next 
year’s calendar.

In terms of how this has affected opera-
tions, it’s part of a broader mix. The en-
dowment is down, so the endowment pay-
out is reduced some, and gifts are down. 
But annual giving was up. Gifts for endow-
ments were down, gifts for construction 
projects were down, but from the perspec-
tive of a dean running a school, it’s the 
annual giving that matters the most, and 
that’s going to be up this year.

Sponsored research is going to be up 
this year, and that has consequences for 
budgets because it feeds into the budgets, 
primarily of the school of medicine and 
the college. Then there is tuition. When 
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you look at net tuition numbers for next year, we had a smaller 
increase in tuition than we had before, a significantly larger in-
crease in financial aid, but it’s by and large going to be a very 
solid year for us financially.

When you wash all these things together, not all the impacts 
are negative, and the aggregate to all our schools is manageable. 
What we really found was we had a pause in some of the execu-
tion of our strategic plans, but I do not anticipate abandoning 
these plans or going to a substantially different plan.

RBJ: To what do you attribute the rise in giving? What efforts 
is the university taking to increase those gifts?

SELIGMAN: I was brought here in part because I had some 
background in fundraising and I worked, among other things, at 
Washington University, which had a great fundraising operation. 
When I was hired, the selection committee stressed that I had five 
urgent tasks, and number one was building the en- dowment. 
I asked what that means, and what it meant 
was I had to devote a great deal of time 
to it, which I have. Second, we had to 
professionalize the staff. I don’t mean 
they weren’t professionals before, but 
what I do mean is the kind of staff you 
do have at really well-run fundraising 
programs is more centralized, more 
matrix-managed and they need a great 
leader. Jim Thompson was one of the 
most successful senior leaders at the 
Washington University program and was 
selected not because he was at Washington 
University but after a national search.

We’re still in the building phase, but what 
we’ve been doing step by step is building the 
annual giving society, building what we call na-
tional councils in each school, building re-
gional cabinets, moving toward a capi-
tal campaign which we anticipate 
will be announced in Meliora 
Weekend 2011.

A key step along the way 
was strategic plans, and the 
board clearly worked through 
the strategic plan objectives 
and goals for the individual 
academic visions, and now 
we need to tie it all togeth-
er in what we call a vision 
statement; that’s the proj-
ect for the board this year. 
The vision statements will 
frame where we’re going, 
the most important aspira-
tions we have over the next 
several years. We are on 
track toward the capital 
campaign. The basic un-
certainty is magnitude. 
I’ve never identified any 
specific number. I said 
it’s going to be the larg-
est campaign in our his-
tory. I said, in effect, 
it officially starts July 
2005, which was my 
start date, but in terms 

of what the precise number will be, we want to go through feasi-
bility studies as we get closer to the announcement date.

RBJ: The university’s growth has reflected and helped advance 
the transition from an economy dominated by manufacturing to 
one where health care, education and knowledge-based businesses 
have played a much bigger role. This may be inevitable, but do 
you think overall this is good for Rochester?

SELIGMAN: There’s a famous colloquy in a Groucho Marx 
movie where an actress whose name I think was Margaret Dumont 
observed to Groucho Marx that “I’ve decided to accept the uni-
verse,” and Groucho looks at her and says, “You’d better.” We 
have no choice. 

It’s not an all-or-nothing proposition. We’re not moving from an 
economy that was purely manufacturing to one that’s pure knowl-
edge-based. It’s a question of where along the spectrum the mix will 
be. We are moving from an economy that had some great academic 
institutions when it was “dominated” by manufacturing to one that 
is going to have some great manufacturing institutions when increas-

ingly the knowledge-based side will be of consequence.
We’re doing something similar to what several oth-

er successful cities or urban areas have done. They in-
clude the (Route) 128 sector around Boston; Bal- 
timore, which is dominated by (Johns) Hopkins; Wash-
ington University dominating this movement in St. Louis; 
and Carnegie Mellon and the University of Pittsburgh in 

Pittsburgh. This is a national trend because when you focus 
on national economic strategy, our economy will be increas-

ingly dominated by areas that are not smokestack manufac-
turing. It’s increasingly a comparative advantage in areas such 

as sophisticated research, whether you focus on technology, 
education, on new aspects in medicine or emerging indus-

tries, perhaps, in medicine.
This is where the world is going and certainly 

where the United States is going. Our ability 
to compete in manufacturing is reduced 

when you have global markets and our 
labor costs are higher. Our ability 
to compete in a knowledge-based 
world is less dependent upon unit 
costs and more dependent on the 
quality of ideas. That’s where 
universities and cities like 
Rochester, which has extraor-
dinary citizens and work forc-
es, do have a competitive ad-
vantage. When you say is this 
a good thing or a bad thing, 
number one, it’s inevitable, 
and number two, in terms of 
the future of Rochester it’s 
a very good thing because 
these are areas where we 
have enormous strength.

I’m proud, for example, 
that the University of Roch-
ester is one of 19 colleges 
and universities within a 
45-minute area. I’m excited 
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A transition from smokestack 
industry to a knowledge-based 

economy is good for Rochester, 
Seligman says, because it plays 
to the area’s strengths.
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about the fact that a number of major busi-
ness corporations in town and certainly 
the governments and other social agen-
cies work so well with each other and the 
universities and colleges. As we move for-
ward into the future, we can do a better job 
at recognizing that we’re one of the great 
academic centers in the country.

We have one of the top 25 or so aca-
demic health care systems in the country in 
terms of research, and if we can work out 
occupancy, hopefully within other param-
eters as well. As we grow in the number 
of outstanding scientists and engineers, 
doctors doing research, I hope we go even 
further in terms of spinoffs. But these are 
already areas of great strength. We’re a 
very small research university compared 
to our peers. In size we’re 18th out of 19, 
but nonetheless we’re among the top 10 
universities in the country in terms of tech-
nology transfer for the seventh year in a 
row. That’s reflective of the quality we are 
able to achieve here.

RBJ: This year we have expanded the 
special supplement in which this interview 
will appear to include universities and oth-
er non-profit institutions because of the 
important role they play in the local econ-
omy. Underscoring that is the fact that in 
recent years non-profits have been the only 
sector that’s been a consistent generator 
of jobs locally, (unlike) the top 25 public 
and top 25 private companies. Are some of 
the benefits of the research and knowledge 
generated at institutions like the University 
of Rochester going to make their way into 
the other sectors of the economy, and will 
we see an increased generation of jobs in 
those sectors?

SELIGMAN: It potentially can, and 
again when you focus on spinoffs those 
are good illustrations of the link between 
universities and job creation. This has been 
a wedge that has often stimulated an ex-
pansion of the employment base. Certainly 
there are related businesses that are not 
spinoffs that are enhanced as you grow 
universities and health care systems. What 
we want, clearly, is biotech, biomed as suc-
cess stories here. We want the next Kodak, 
the next Xerox, the next Bausch & Lomb, 
and we may get it.

We’ve got so many talented people try-
ing to generate these ideas. Rochester’s 
not-so-secret advantage is that we have a 
mixed economy where you have companies 
like Tom Golisano’s Paychex, a tremen-
dous national success, you have Constel-

lation Brands, you have Wegmans. These 
are firms that are located here and enor-
mously strengthen the area. We’re making 
gravitation away from a world where, say, 
Kodak had over 60,000 employees not so 
terribly long ago to one where we haven’t 
been growing jobs in Monroe County in a 
net sense, (though) we actually haven’t lost 
that many in recent years. This is because 
sometimes just a little bit under the radar 
screen, the growth of the university or com-
panies like Wegmans, like Constellation 
Brands, like the Kessler brothers with their 
activities, has been quite consequential.

One thing we can depend upon is the uni-
versity will continue to grow. We hope this 
growth can be catalytic and have the same 
impact on new businesses within the area 
that you’ve seen in other key regions.

RBJ: The mayor of the city of Provi-
dence would like to get a $150-per-semes-
ter tax per student at the private colleges 
and universities, based on the idea they use 
city resources and this is taking advantage 
of taxpayers. In other areas of the country, 
universities have in-lieu-of-tax agreements 
with governments. Do you think that the 
idea of placing a tax of some kind on such 
non-profit institutions makes any sense?

SELIGMAN: I don’t think that particu-
lar tax makes any sense. Students, faculty 
and even administrators pay sales tax. We 
pay real estate taxes, we pay income taxes 
to the state of New York. I think the focus 
should be on the phenomenal advantage of 
having tens of thousands of individuals in 
a community attending colleges and uni-
versities and supporting the economy in 
a broader sense. I understand that Provi-
dence and a lot of other cities are gulping, 
and it’s hard, but you don’t want to kill 
the goose that lays the golden egg. The 
approach our mayor has taken—working 
with us on economic development and job 
creation, not trying to raise taxes—is a far 
more constructive approach.

RBJ: It’s clear you put a lot of strategic 
thought into what you do; everything with 
regard to the university is very well thought 
out. Do you have a plan for your own career 
path, for when you might retire?

SELIGMAN: Um, no. (Laughter)
Curiously, you and my wife are the two 

people who have asked that. I have a five-
year term, and I certainly would like to 
serve the second five years, and that’s 
about (as far) as the time horizon goes. 
As I said to the board when I took the job, 
it takes a minimum of 10 years to really 

move a university forward, and it may take 
longer. The key is I’m very happy here as 
long as I have the support of the faculty 
and the support of the board. My sense is 
we’re making some progress and moving 
in the right direction, and the key to suc-
cess is perseverance and executing plans 
at this point. But when do I step down? I 
don’t think about it. As I told my wife, if 
I step down, what would I do?

RBJ: That was the other part of the ques-
tion.

SELIGMAN: I think I almost blew this 
job when I was asked what my hobbies 
were. My response to somewhat incred-
ulous board members was I don’t hunt, 
I don’t fish, I don’t golf—I write books. 
They didn’t think that was exactly what my 
hobbies should be, so one of them gave me 
fishing waders, which if you wear are not 
terribly attractive. I have now been trout 
fishing twice in the past four years, and to 
my astonishment I actually caught some 
fish and had some fun, but I don’t think I 
could do that full time.

RBJ: One final question. We started by 
asking what may have surprised you about 
the university. What has surprised you about 
Rochester since you’ve been here?

SELIGMAN: It’s interesting. I had never 
visited before I interviewed for the job, and 
when you interview you can clearly down-
load amazing amounts of information about 
the city. Then you start coming in for the 
interviews and it’s very hush-hush, so they 
hide you in a hotel. There’s been this sort 
of constant growth of my understanding, 
not only of Rochester but of upstate, just 
how incredibly scenically beautiful it is, 
how much more diverse it is than I thought 
it would be. I had heard of the Finger Lakes 
before coming here, but I had no idea just 
how magical they were. I was vaguely aware 
of the wine that was grown here, but I had 
no idea how many vineyards.

The people are great, whether it is to 
support cultural or academic institutions 
here. They are very generous, truly smart 
and cosmopolitan. For a city of our size, 
we truly are a jewel, and you don’t capture 
that when you download things through 
the Internet. There is so much more to a 
city that you appreciate over time. I love it 
when I might be wandering downtown and 
go to an art gallery I’ve never seen before 
or go to a cultural event and hear perform-
ers. It’s just a growing love affair with the 
city. I just think it’s wonderful.
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