Last year, Clint Dockree was short 25 production people.
When the plant manager at Cascades Containerboard Packaging in Lancaster finally found people to hire, transportation was an issue. The plant sits three miles from the nearest bus stop.  
“We can’t get buses here, especially around shift work,” Dockree said. “It’s really become an issue for the last five years, since we haven’t been able to find workers.”
A crunch for labor along with a push to expand diversity and inclusion efforts have driven many Western New York employers to cast a wider net when seeking job candidates.
But transportation can be an obstacle with larger employers based in Buffalo’s far-flung suburbs in need of solutions to bring would-be workers from diverse, densely populated metro areas to their door.
“Transportation has been an issue for a long time when you’re talking about lesser-paid or lower-skilled positions,” said Lynne Marie Finn, president and CEO of Broadleaf Results Inc., an Aleron Group Co. “It’s exacerbated now because of the tighter labor market, and with the workforce being more selective and demanding when they look for jobs.”
Finn has worked with various companies on programs that leverage transportation as a recruitment and retention benefit by using shuttle and rideshare options, gas cards, stipends or access to the Niagara Frontier Transit Authority bus routes.
“To me, that is low hanging fruit that companies can do to make them more attractive as an employer of choice,” she said. “Companies are going to balance that cost with the cost of having to replace people or not having enough people to meet your production goals.”
Public options
Many of Buffalo’s largest employers, such as Kaleida Health, M&T Bank, the Buffalo City School District and Catholic Health, are based in the city, with several bus routes and options for employee transportation. Kaleida, M&T and Buffalo Niagara Medical Campus use the NFTA Corporate Pass Program, which provides a discount to companies with a large amount of employees using public transportation. Companies can then pass an even greater discount along to their employees.
That's something Harmac Medical Products, which employs 400 on Bailey Avenue in Buffalo, has done. Now, about 10 employees take the bus to work, according to CEO John Somers.
"We're on three bus lines, and we're very close to seven others," he said. 

The number of employees using public transit has declined over the course of the pandemic, as employees stopped working or worked remotely. Total bus and rail ridership for the NFTA’s most recent fiscal year, which ended in April, was 13.17 million rides. Pre-pandemic, it was 23.84 million.
“It has changed in the last few years. Traditional office work has changed considerably, and lot of people are working from home,” said Helen Tederous, director of public affairs for the NFTA. “Still, we know that transportation is a challenge for our community.”
Seventy-nine percent of riders use NFTA transportation services three to seven days a week, according to the NFTA 2021 survey of more than 2,500 riders. About half the riders were employed full-time, 21% part-time and 9% were unemployed but looking for a job.
About 80% made less than $35,000 per year, and 78% said they didn’t have access to a vehicle.
While many people rely on the bus or rail system to get to work, the labor shift has made it more challenging for the NFTA to fulfill that mission. The NFTA is short 50 drivers and 39 mechanics — one reason it prioritizes areas with dense ridership.
“We, too, have major labor challenges that we’re facing, and it has affected our service,” Tederous said. “So, we need to make sure that our service is going to the areas with the biggest ridership. We can’t have empty buses going back and forth. It’s a waste of public resources. We have to have that balance.”
Of the 2021 riders surveyed, 67% were people of color, and the top three home ZIP codes were majority-minority neighborhoods, according to racial diversity data for WNY from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2020 American Community Survey five-year estimates. Those ZIP codes were 14215 at Kensington and Bailey (population of 41,340), 14211 near MLK Park (population of 22,206) and 14207 in the Riverside neighborhood (population of 23,773).
Tederous said the NFTA will work with employers, elected officials and chambers of commerce about what areas of the region would benefit from more coverage.
“We’re in the people business, and people change, and businesses change,” Tederous said. “We always want to be open to new things, but we have to plan strategically and for the future. Ridership has gone down across the country since Covid, but we do feel that expansion is in the future and is very much needed and desired in our area.”
Other options
For now, companies that sit outside the NFTA’s reach may need to consider other transportation options.
Denise Jones, CEO of the Resource Center in Jamestown, said many of its 240 employees carpool.
“We have a staff assistance department that supports employees in a number of things including identifying options for transportation," she said.
Perry's Ice Cream Co. in Akron has looked into GO Buffalo Niagara, a nonprofit that assists employers strategize and incentivize employees to use sustainable transportation such as public transit or carpooling, Jodi Perry, chief people officer, said in an email.
“Our company is located in a small, rural town that is not served by public transportation infrastructure or ready alternatives such as Uber drivers and bike-shares,” Perry said. “We are also located about a 30 to 40-minute drive from the most densely populated cities in WNY.”
“At the present time, we offer very competitive wages and benefits and several shift schedules to reach a wider employee base,” Perry said. “We have current team members that rides share together, and we provide ample free parking and bike racks.”
Dockree of Cascades Containerboard Packaging found another solution.
When he learned from a customer about finding qualified and diverse workers at Journey’s End Refugee Center on the West Side of Buffalo, he hired 12 people in January and worked with the center on language barriers, since most are from Afghanistan and the Democratic Republic of the Congo.
“We talked about what we needed, and what were the barriers of bringing new immigrants into the plant, and what types of things we would need to adapt to,” he said.
Still, transportation was a barrier for the 12 new hires.
Cascades partnered with Aries Transportation Services and now pays $300 per day for a shuttle to bring the employees from the West Side to Lancaster and back after their shift.
“There’s always going to be a cost, but the $300 a day is very small compared to the benefits of having them here working," Dockree said. "They have become part of our family.”
Dockree said he’s targeting the West Side for more hires. And there’s more room on the 12-person shuttle, because four of the employees 12 hired in January have since purchased their own vehicles.
“This has worked out very well for us,” Dockree said. “Now, I have 12 more employees coming into my building every day. That's four more machines running and 30 more orders every day that I couldn’t put out before. It was tremendous because our business was limited to what business we could take on.”
