Montreal Construction’s
owners Samuel Flatt,
vice president, and
Leonard Montreal,
president, have seen th
company grow steady £

since the company '

started 18 year

BY ROBERT W. ANDREWS | PHOTOS BY DICK BLUME

MONTREAL CONSTRUCTION has

managed to survive and grow profitable

every year despite economic conditions.

Owners Samuel Flatt and Len Montreal
say it's because they service the heck

out of their customers and tenants.

Q

amuel T. Flatt bolted awake at
2 a.m. one Sunday in 2007.
It was Time Warner, one of the clients of Montreal
Construction. “I hate to bother you,” the caller said be-
fore telling Flatt that a fire had damaged a substation in
Sayre, Pa. Could Flatt do something to help? Flatt knew
nothing in his contract with Time Warner required any response. In-
stead of falling back asleep, Flatt wiped the cobwebs from his eyes.
“All I said was I need directions and I asked him
where was the nearest lumberyard,” Flatt recalls.
By 9 a.m., a crew from Montreal Construction was on its way to »
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Pennsylvania, and it got the substa-
tion up and running in 24 hours,

It was one of many examples cited
by Montreal’s owners — Leonard M.
Montreal and Flatt — to explain how
the company has managed to survive
and grow profitable every year despite
the economic and housing recession.

They run Montreal Construc-
tion and Salt City Enterprises LLC.

Salt City is the real estate arm of
Montreal Construction, and it does
much of the highly praised reconstruc-
tion work in Syracuse’s lakefront area
around Liberty and Spencer streets.

In 2007 and 2008, the combined gross
revenues were about $11 million, and
its properties are 90 percent occupied.

This year, both add, will be
even better, and the work will be-
gin with a pet project.

“We'll be starting our ‘green build-
ing,’ that’s $2 million, and we have
work scheduled for three oth-
cr buildings,” Montreal says.

Its plans for reconstruction of the
former Har-Rob Fire Apparatus repair
building at 519 Liberty St. include en-
vironmental construction so advanced
that it likely will become one of the
first few commercial buildings in this
area to receive the U.S. Green Building
Council's Leadership in Energy and En-
vironmental Design certification. Right
now, only one building in Syracuse (En-
able) has received LEED certification.

Both men say they prefer the
tough jobs, adding that there’s
more of a profit margin in those.

They cite the task of putting a new
roof on Oberdorfer Foundry in Syr-
acuse when an explosion blew the
old roof off in the early ‘90s. “We had
to work in and amongst molten ket-
tles of aluminum,” Montreal says.

Montreal Construction specializ-
¢s in commercial and grocery store
renovation and decor upgrades for
grocery, auto parts and fitness facil-
ities. Its employees include carpen-
ters, plumbers and electricians.

Its main customers are Advance
Auto Parts, Golub Corp. (Price
Chopper), Time Warner and Du-
pli Envelope & Graphics.

Clients, even grocery stores,
keep their operations running
while Montreal is at work.

Its employees are trained to work
around the operation, Montreal says.
“If there’s glue on the floor, my guy
will pick up the groceries for the cus-
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LIBERTY ST,

A Montreal Construction has put a lot of energy and resources into the lakefront

development project. This map highlights the several buildings along Spencer
and Liberty streets in Syracuse that the company purchased and renovated.

A Montreal Construction is taking on a new challenge this year by
renovating an old repair shop into a LEED-certified office space.

tomer who wants a loaf of bread
or carton of milk or whatever.”

In a recent interview, Montreal
uses the words “service, service, ser-
vice” no fewer than seven times.

On several jobs for Price Chop-
per, Montreal schedules its work after
normal hours, having employees la-
bor through the night. Flatt cites the
time that plumbing work had to be
done in a bakery section. His work-
ers jacked out the floor, put in a tem-
porary floor, did work on plumbing,
poured concrete for new flooring and
made sure it was all done so the bakery
could be operating the next morning.

“We can work in an active store
and not disrupt their business,” Mon-

treal says. “Doing that over and over
can make you a preferred vendor.”

BACK TO THE BEGINNING

In the late ‘80s, Flatt owned S.T.
Flatt Construction Co. He had a busi-
ness degree from Le Moyne College.
He hired Montreal, who had a busi-
ness administration degree from Mor-
risville State College, and taught him
the business of construction man-
agement. Flatt is 60; Montreal, 46.

In 1991, Montreal went out on his
own and formed Montreal Construc-
tion Co., but the two men found they
were still working together. Flatt
closed his own company in 1994
and joined Montreal in business, and
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A Montreal and Flatt share an office space and make all decisions regarding the company
together. “We're equal partners,” says Montreal, president of Montreal Construction.

PIECES OF
BUSINESS
ADVICE

It's a business, not a hobby.
Everything you do has to be
done in a businesslike manner.

@ Your word is your bond. You
have to live with your word.

6 Don't create foolish debt.

&5 1fyou work hard and do a
good job and don't lie to any
body, work comes at you. You
don't have to go looking.

@ Don't procrastinate on
anything. ... Handle that
sheet of paper just once.

- Advice from Samuel
T. Flatt, co-owner

MONTREAL

CONSTRUCTION CO.

owners: Leonard M. Montreal, presi-
dent; Samuel T. Flatt, vice president

Founded: 1991, although Flatt and
Montreal joined forces in 1994

Location: 920 Spencer St., Syracuse
Employees: 16

Affiliation: Salt City Enter-
prises, also owned by Montreal
and Flatt, handles real estate and
lakefront development work.

Gross revenues: $8.4 million in
gross revenues for Montreal in
2008 and $2.6 million for Salt City

Quote: "We service the heck
out of our customers and our
tenants,” says Montreal.

ing — especially important in the grocery store
business.

Serving their clients takes them to six
states: Maryland, Massachusetts, New Jer-
sey, Vermont, Pennsylvania and New York.

But they’ve also developed a niche involving
work in Syracuse’s lakefront area, buying ugly,
broken-down former industrial buildings and
turning them into attractive office buildings.

They own 15 properties and have remod-
eled 13 of them with 29 tenants, so far, with
plans for at least three more acquisitions.

It’s all in the area best known as the neigh-
borhood near the Barge Canal park and
the Little Gem Diner. While others may
have seen it as lacking the pizzazz of high-
class business sections, Montreal and Flatt
saw a neighborhood with great access to
routes 81 and 690, plenty of car traffic, a
low crime rate and plenty of potential.

Hogan says he'’s been amazed by the “dy-
namic things they’ve done to the area.”

“They never see obstacles,” Hogan
says. “They see challenges to be over-
come. It now has the reputation as a com-
ing area and it's because of them.”

The company never sought a dime from
the government for the reconstruction
work. Hogan says that alone was unusual,
that developers usually seek a PILOT agree-
ment and maybe some direct subsidy.

Syracuse Mayor Matt Driscoll saw Mon-
treal's work and pledged $450,000 worth
of curbs, sidewalks and landscaping for
the entire area to promote the city’s own
goals of making the area pedestrian-friend-
ly. That money comes from fees paid by Des-
tiny USA as part of its tax agreement.

The company’s headquarters at 920 Spen-
cer St. is in a building Montreal renovated and




they've been together ever since.

Although Montreal is the president
and Flatt vice president, they have equal
ownership and make all decisions joint-
ly. The two share the same unparti-
tioned office space, sitting across a
desk from each another and often hear-
ing each other’s conversations. They
say there's never been an important is-
sue on which they've disagreed.

“We're equal partners,” Montreal in-
sists. “Sam has never been afraid to work
and neither have I. If a person does ex-
actly what is expected and it is success-
ful, there’s no reason to have an issue.”

Peter Bonanno, project engi-
neer, says he’s never seen the two
bosses argue. “They're very differ-
ent personalities, but they mesh.”

Flatt is an outdoorsman, a hunter and
fisherman, a hot rod enthusiast and a
downbhill skier. He grew up in Fayette-
ville, Montreal worked and wrestled
his way through college. He enjoys as-
sisting as coach for soccer and basket-
ball with his 10-year-old twin daughters,
skiing and spending a lot of time
with his family. He is from Solvay.

Patrick Hogan, a Syracuse Com-
mon Council member who has
watched them grow as business-

men in his ward, says there’s one
big thing they have in common.

“They’re both working-class
guys,” he says, adding that he of-
ten gets calls late at night or ear-
ly in the morning from Montreal.

Every workday starts at 6 a.m., some-
times earlier, and both say they spend
about two of every four Saturdays at work.

Owning your own business is
fun but hard work, Flatt says.

“When you're busy, you're busy,” Flatt
quips. “When you're not busy, then you
are real busy.” It’s something, he adds,
every business owner understands.

LAKEFRONT WORK

Montreal offers several se-
crets to their success.

They want to grow, steadily and not rap-
idly, he says. No failed jobs. No taking six
jobs when there’s only time to do five.
“The lure of increased sales,” he says, “is
tempered by the fact you can only per-
form at a certain level. We're not interest-
ed in a high growth spike that diminishes
our ability to service our customers.”

Also, he adds, they know their niche.

It’s that “service, service, service”
mantra, and it’s keeping the client oper-
ating while Montreal’s people are work- »
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PIECES OF
BUSINESS
ADVICE

o Always be early. If | have an
appointment with you at 11
a.m., | will be there at 10:45.

Do the right thing even if
it costs a little more.

e Service the heck out of
your customers.

e Hire people who are respectful,
skilled, loyal and hard-work-
ing, then take care of them.

@ Luckis where preparation
meets opportunity.

— Advice from Leonard
M. Montreal, co-owner

now shares with three other tenants.
When the “green building” is done
across the street, Montreal will move
its headquarters there. Leonard Mon-
treal already has other tenants lined
up, including the Manzano law firm,
the Rampart American Land and Title
Agency and one he won’t name now.
“We have relocated five times in
six years,” Montreal says. “When
we redo our own space, a ten-
ant always has wanted it.”

A GREEN BUILDING,
MAYBE A NEW NICHE

For several years, Flatt and Montre-
al talked about environmental con-
struction, and in 2008 they pulled the
trigger. They decided their next recon-
struction would use green technology.

Again, it’s without any di-
rect government aid.

Using the U.S. Green Building Coun-
cil’s Leadership in Energy and Environ-
mental Design standards, they decided
to make 18,000 square feet of space
in the former Har-Rob building at 519
Liberty St. into a “green building.”

Aspects that make it green include:

« All the concrete will be recy-

cled by being ground down and

returned to the site for fill.

* Steel trusses also will be reused. »
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Workers will disassemble and set the
steel bars on the ground, then build a
second story on the one-story build-
ing. Eventually, the steel trusses will
be hoisted and installed on top of the
building. It's $70,000 worth of steel
that Montreal won’t have to buy.
Parking lot pavement will be po-
rous, allowing rainwater to en-
ter the ground instead of the city’s
combined sewer and drainage sys-
tem. To research this, the two prin-
cipals went to Ithaca College,
believed to be the only other site
with this pavement in New York.
There will be sensor lighting, high-
energy values in the HVAC units
and windows, and high insulation
values throughout. Floor drains
and sewers will be retained.
The New York State Energy and Re-
scarch Development Authority will
help pay for 50 percent of the in-
creased costs in HVAC and elec-
trical upgrades. And the company
will get a 4 percent credit on mort-
gage interest rates for energy costs.
But don’t get the impression
that green building is cheaper.
Of the $2 million renovation cost,
Montreal estimates about $200,000 is

A This is the old Har-Rob Fire Apparatus building at 519 Liberty St. Montreal

construction is renovating the building into one of the greenest buildings “

in Syracuse by including permeable pavement, sensor lighting and energy-

efficient HVAC units and reusing much of the remaining materials.

spent to comply with the high environ-
mental standards for LEED certification.
“I'd like to tell you we're doing it be-
cause Sam and I are socially aware
business people, but dollars in the
budget drive every project,” Montre-
al says. “The profit needs to be there.”
But it's more. The two businessmen
want green construction to become part
of the company’s niche and also believe
green construction is a big selling point.
“Our pitch is, ‘Wouldn't it be great to
occupy a building that is green,” Mon-

treal says. “To a customer who asks
you what you are doing environmen-
tally, a good way to start the conversa-
tion is to say we're in a green building.
We think we could market it that way.”
Hogan thinks the company is savvy.
“They know it's the wave of the fu-
ture,” he says. “They know down the
road that the costs will be comparable.
Instead of saying that doesn’t work or
that costs more, they have a vision. It’s
the mark of good business owners.” £

e 7" so

<" FREE creative services

ads make marketing “cents.”

Contact Vanessa Yates: 315-470-3042
or email vyates@syracuse.com

A 1/6 page ad at the 6x rate is only 7¢ per contact.

They're a better investment of your
marketing dollars than direct-mail,
e-mail, yellow pages or trade shows.

lution.

¢ 12,000 eyes on your ad
¢ Front row audience with CNY's business leaders
" A full year of high-impact color advertising

Hands down, CNY Business Exchange

GNY

business
exchange

MAGAZINE




