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SEFCU CEO and 
President Michael 

Castellana says 
going to UAlbany 

set him up for 
success. His 

passion for the 
school has driven 

him to spend 
years returning 

the favor.
SHANNON SWEENEY, 

PAGE 4

UALBANY'S 
NO. 1 FAN

COVER STORY

School of big names
Oprah Winfrey among the 
speakers at local commencement 
ceremonies this year.
SHANNON SWEENEY, 14

NEWS TICKER

Longtime chamber 
president dies at 66
Chuck Steiner had led the 
Schenectady chamber before 
undertaking the merger that became 
the Capital Region Chamber. 
CHELSEA DIANA, 3

What is 'free tuition' 
if it's not really free?
Gov. Andrew Cuomo's SUNY tuition 
plan doesn't address the problems 
of student debt or how to keep 
graduates in upstate New York. 
VIEWPOINT, 22

Troy startup finds 
national partner
Vital Vio's bacteria-killing lights could 
find new markets as it agrees to 
partner with Indiana manufacturer. 
CHELSEA DIANA, 11

REAL ESTATE

TU CENTER GETS 
SHOT AT NCAA 
TOURNEYS 12

The region's 
top draws 7

The toughest 
golf courses 8

HEADLINE GOES IN HERELY XX

10 MINUTES WITH

HOW HE BECAME A GO-TO FOR BUILDERS 23



4 ALBANY BUSINESS REVIEW

COVER STORY

Attending a University at 
Albany game? Don’t be 

surprised to see SEFCU’s 
Michael Castellana there. 

He’s the school’s No. 1 fan. 
And his fandom goes far 

beyond what happens on 
the field or the court. 

BY SHANNON SWEENEY 
ssweeney@bizjournals.com

M ichael Castellana spent six 
hours driving 300 miles 
roundtrip to the Universi-
ty of Vermont to watch the 

UAlbany men’s basketball team lose in 
the America East title game. The night 
before, he sat courtside to watch the 
women’s team beat Maine for an NCAA 
Tournament berth.

That weekend in March is typical for 
Castellana. He’s an alumnus of the uni-
versity, and received his undergraduate 
degree in accounting in 1984 and his 
MBA in 1992. Now, he’s the CEO and 
president of SEFCU, the largest credit 
union in the Albany area.

UAlbany may not be a big-time ath-
letic program or university like the Uni-
versity of Alabama, but Castellana is a 
big-time fan. His passion for UAlbany 
is similar to what you’d find outside of 
Bryant-Denny Stadium, which attracts 
more than 100,000 Crimson Tide fans 
every Saturday in the fall.

He’s more than a proud Great Danes 
sports fan. More than 30 years after he 
decided to attend UAlbany, his life still 

revolves around the university.
Castellana attends more than 20 

games a year. He seldom misses a foot-
ball, basketball or lacrosse game. He 
goes to volleyball games with his wife, 
Ashley, who played for the Great Danes 
from 2003 to 2006. Their 3-year-old 
daughter, Izzy, attended her first UAl-
bany basketball game when she was 2 
weeks old.

“I love the university and what sports 
can do for a university center like UAl-
bany,” Castellana, 54, said. “My wife and 
I are big sports fans, so it’s not a sacri-
fice for me to go to a game and support 
the team.”

As a student, Castellana didn’t have 
the opportunity to watch UAlbany com-
pete as a Division I program. From 1972 
to 1995, UAlbany was Division III, play-
ing teams like Ithaca and Brockport. It 
was Division II until 1999.

Now, UAlbany plays teams in tough-
er conferences. The football team moved 
to the Colonial Athletic Association in 
2013, a conference that includes James 
Madison, Villanova and Richmond. 

‘ HE BELIEVES 
IN WHAT 
WE’RE 
DOING’
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Dame, and was drawn to UAlbany’s 
highly ranked accounting program.

He and his mom first visited cam-
pus in the middle of winter, walking the 
campus corridors through ice and snow. 
UAlbany’s campus is known for feeling 
especially cold during the winter. Some 
say the tall colonnades surrounding the 
academic podium create stronger winds.

Castellana’s mom didn’t give the cam-
pus high marks, but he felt differently.

“I was in love as soon as I got there,” 
Castellana said. “I knew it was home, 
so there was no turning back. For me, I 
knew it was the right decision.”

Castellana lived on campus in the 
Dutch Quad all four years of school. He 
worked as a resident assis-
tant for two years to off-
set housing costs, since 
he paid for college on his 
own. The friends he made 
on campus went on to 
become doctors, lawyers 
and IT executives.

At a 30-year reunion, 
Castellana and those 
friends returned to cam-
pus. He said it was like they 
never left.

“It brought everybody 
right back to where they 
were and the importance 
that the university had 
in all of our lives. Every-
body got their start right 
here,” Castellana said. “We 
were all a bunch of goofy 
kids before the university 
worked their magic.”

After graduation, Cas-
tellana worked at Ernst & Whinney, a 
Big Eight accounting firm that merged in 
1989 to form Ernst & Young. He thought 
about going to a bigger city — the same 
mindset a lot of current UAlbany grad-
uates have. They return to their home-
towns or go to work in areas like Boston 
and New York City.

“I had thought about going much 
larger, more metropolitan. But Ernst & 
Whinney afforded you the opportunity 
to cut your teeth in an office like this, 
and then be able to transfer to anywhere 
in the country or the world,” Castella-
na said.

Accounting wasn’t for him. He accept-
ed a job at a public insurance company 
before starting at SEFCU in 1988. Castel-

lana thought he would work at the credit 
union for five years, using his experience 
to further his career.

He never left.
“What I didn’t realize at the time was 

that those bigger and better things were 
right here,” Castellana said.

Some of those bigger and better things 
included getting involved with the uni-
versity and the larger community. Cas-
tellana believes UAlbany’s size, location 
and programs could positively influence 
the area’s economy and workforce.

“They’ve broken down the walls from 
being a university that was in Albany, to 
being a university for Albany,” Castellana 
said. “There’s no institution in the Capi-

tal Region that can be more 
impactful in changing and 
improving the commu-
nity and improving the 
lives of those in the com-
munity, improving from 
every aspect — from pub-
lic health, to technology, 
to engineering. There is no 
institution that can change 
the functioning we have 
here.”

That includes the new 
College of Engineering and 
Applied Sciences, which 
will be located on the uni-
versity’s downtown cam-
pus in the former Albany 
High School. That location 
on Western Avenue, Cas-
tellana said, will inspire 
kids from downtown 
Albany to someday attend 
the university.

“Look where it’s going to be located,” 
Castellana said of the engineering col-
lege. “Right on that corridor, right at the 
nexus of the university and the city. The 
impact that that can have, just for kids 
and students in the local schools, seeing 
it, being on the university ... I want kids 
to see it’s in reach. It’s right there. Hav-
ing that school of engineering down-
town absolutely will do that.”

Within the community, Castellana 
is the chairman of the Capitalize Alba-
ny Corp., and he sits on a number of 
non-profit boards including the Big 
Brothers Big Sisters Advisory Board and 
the Albany Promise Executive Commit-
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Castellana goes to more than 20 UAlbany games a year. He seldom misses a 
football, basketball or lacrosse game, including this one against Maryland.

DONNA ABBOTT-VLAHOS

The Great Danes play at the 8,500-seat 
Casey Stadium. The $18 million stadium 
opened in 2013.

Will Brown, UAlbany men’s basket-
ball coach, said no matter how the team 
plays, Castellana is there in purple and 
gold UAlbany gear. His closet has any-
thing from UAlbany cufflinks and ties 
to casual wear like T-shirts, sweatshirts 
and sweatpants.

“He’s there regardless of how many 
wins and losses we have. He believes in 
what we’re doing. That really means a 
lot from a coach’s standpoint,” Brown 
said. “It’s his opportunity not just to sup-
port the coaches and the players, but 
he gets to be a fan. That’s what’s special 
about it. There’s a tremendous sense of 
pride for him.”

Castellana watched Peter Hooley’s 
buzzer-beating shot that sent the men’s 
basketball team to the 2015 NCAA Tour-
nament. He was in SEFCU’s suite when 
UAlbany men’s lacrosse, ranked No. 5 
in the country at the time, fell to No. 3 
Maryland, 12-11, at Casey Stadium earli-
er this month. That game was originally 

scheduled the same day Castellana drove 
back from Vermont, but was rescheduled 
due to weather.

Castellana is also heavily involved on 
campus. He stood up for UAlbany in 2011 
when it felt a threat of losing its status as 
one of four state university research cen-
ters. He is a board member of the Uni-
versity at Albany Foundation, chair of 
the University Council and chairman of 
the presidential search committee. Each 
State University of New York campus has 
an oversight council, appointed by the 
governor. At UAlbany, that’s the Univer-
sity Council.

For him, it’s all about giving back to a 
university that shaped his career and the 
community he calls home.

“As I look back, that was the most piv-
otal decision I ever made in my life,” Cas-
tellana said about his decision to attend 
UAlbany. “It really laid the groundwork 
for the subsequent now 37 years.”

Castellana was a first-generation col-
lege student from Corning, New York. 
He restricted his college search to state 
schools and the University of Notre 

 “THEY’VE 
BROKEN DOWN 
THE WALLS 
FROM BEING 
A UNIVERSITY 
THAT WAS 
IN ALBANY, 
TO BEING A 
UNIVERSITY 
FOR ALBANY.”
MICHAEL 
CASTELLANA, 
president and CEO  
of SEFCU

MICHAEL CASTELLANA
Title: President and CEO of SEFCU
Grew up: Corning, New York
Resides: Guilderland
Family: Wife, Ashley; daughters, Lauren and 
Isabella (Izzy); son, Aaron
Education: Bachelor’s degree in accounting 
from University at Albany; MBA from UAlbany

CONTINUED ON PAGE 6
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tee. He sat on the search committee for 
the new chancellor of the State Univer-
sity of New York system. He balances 
his time between SEFCU, community 
boards, the university and supporting 
various nonprofits.

Right now, Castellana’s No. 1 priori-
ty is finding UAlbany’s next president.

“There is no more important initia-
tive that I am pursuing than finding a 
new leader for the university,” Castel-
lana said. “It’s my belief that the uni-
versity running efficiently and effec-
tively can touch tens of thousands of 
lives. The leader of that institution is 
critically important. When I am deal-
ing with the myriad of issues that I deal 
with, when an issue or email or meet-
ing or opportunity comes up for that 
search, I put that first.”

Robert Jones, the former president 
of the 17,372-student university, left 
last year to become chancellor at the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Cham-

paign. The university appointed 
James Stellar as interim president in 
September.

Stellar said Castellana is an adviser 
to him. As university president, Stellar 
is spotted at dozens of campus events a 
week — and he said Castellana is always 
there, too.

“I feel extremely well supported, 
and we as a university feel very well 
supported,” Stellar said. “I see him at 
football games, I see him at basketball 
games. He’s wearing his purple. The 
guy is everywhere — he is really every-
where I go.”

The university is going through 
its largest academic expansion in 50 
years. It’s adding new colleges and pro-
grams, like the nation’s first College of 
Emergency Preparedness, Homeland 
Security and Cybersecurity, and has a 
goal to increase enrollment to 20,000 
students by 2020.

Castellana’s face beamed when he 
spoke of these initiatives at UAlbany, 
which recently received an anony-

mous $4 million donation to the engi-
neering college. That donation, he said, 
shows that people believe the univer-
sity is on the right path.

The next leader of UAlbany, Castel-
lana said, is critical to continuing the 
momentum of the school.

He balances the presidential search 
with his job at SEFCU, the largest cred-
it union in the Albany area. Under his 
leadership, assets have grown to $3.04 
billion from $190 million. The credit 
union has had naming rights of the 
basketball arena since 2006, paying 
more than $2.75 million over 10 years.

Mark Benson, the university’s ath-
letic director, said Castellana’s dedi-
cation to the university could inspire 
other alumni.

“He amazes me with his ability to 
devote time and attention not only 
to SEFCU, but then at UAlbany in a 
number of capacities,” Benson said. 
“He’s a great champion for the Great 
Danes. I wish we had 4,000 more just 
like him.”

DONNA ABBOTT-VLAHOS
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Standing from left: James Stellar, interim president at UAlbany,  Castellana, and athletic director 
Mark Benson at the UAlbany vs. Maryland lacrosse game. Seated: Ronald Romano, president and 
CEO of NYSID and member of SEFCU’s board of directors, and Ryam Jacksland with his son, Sven.

NOT AN ALUMNA, BUT STILL PASSIONATE ABOUT THE SCHOOL
SIENA’S NO. 1 FAN

Kelly Williams and David Breazzano 
both had key roles in developing and 
launching Union College’s biggest 
project in school history — a $100 million 
plan to expand and renovate the school’s 
Science and Engineering Center.

Williams and Breazzano are alumni 
and trustees of the private college in 
Schenectady. Breazzano said the $100 
million project will help further the 
college’s mission. The college prides 
itself on its unique liberal arts and STEM 
programs.

“It’s going to propel Union to even 
loftier levels as a unique institution where 
students can become accomplished in 
both critical thinking and articulation, but 
also in the sciences and engineering,” 
Breazzano said. “It really will help 
generate future leaders in society.”

Breazzano is the president and co-
founder of DDJ Capital Management in 
Waltham, Massachusetts. He’s a Union 
graduate of 1978 and currently the 
chair person of the college relations 
committee on the board of trustees. The 
Edinburg, New York, native has degrees 
in political science and economics 
and an MBA in finance from Cornell 
University. He also sits on the board 
of trustees at Cornell, and is the chair 
of the Johnson Advisory Council at its 
management school.

Two of his sons, Jeremy and David 
Matthew, are Union College graduates. In 
2007, he donated $2 million to the college.

Williams, a senior adviser of GCM 
Grosvenor, said she was a “prototypical” 
student at Union when she attended 
from 1982 to 1986. She was the first 
person in her family to go to college. 
The Newburgh, New York, native studied 
math and political science. She has a law 
degree from New York University and 
currently lives in Palm Beach, Florida.

During her time at school, a study 
abroad program in Tokyo inspired her to 
get involved with her alma mater. She’s 
been on the board since 2008.

“I realized what a huge impact Union 
had on my life,” Williams said. “I really 
count my experience of having lived 
abroad in Japan as one of the major 
things that shaped my career. It gave me 
incredible confidence, but also made 
me very aware of the importance of 
diversity.”

In 2013, Kelly and her husband, 
Andrew Forsyth, donated a Steinway 
concert grand piano to Union’s Memorial 
Chapel. She does not play the piano, 
but is a supporter of Union’s music 
programs.

Williams is the chair of the 
administration and finance committee, 
which oversees the budget for the 
college. She is also a co-chair of 
Union’s capital campaign, which 
includes the $100 million science and 
engineering project.

-Shannon Sweeney

Kelly Williams and David Breazzano

GRADUATES PLAYING 
KEY ROLES IN 
COLLEGE’S GROWTH

UNION’S NO. 1 FANS

Susan L. Dake isn’t a Siena College 
alumna, but she’s been a donor and a 
supporter for more than 10 years.

“I believe that the Capital Region runs 
on Siena talent,” Dake, 67, said. “If you 
look at any Capital Region area business, 
you’ll see Siena graduates.”

Dake, president of the Stewart’s 
Foundation, got involved with the 
3,000-student college because of its 
dedication to community service and its 
impact on the workforce in the Albany 
area. She’s been on the college’s board 
of trustees since 2004 and is the current 
secretary.

Dake grew up in New Jersey and 
graduated from Skidmore College in 
1971 with a degree in theater. She has a 
master’s degree from the University at 
Albany. She taught at Saratoga Springs 
City School District before joining 
Stewart’s Shops in the communications 
and public affairs office.

Now, her job revolves around 

philanthropy. She also sits on a number 
of other boards, including the Saratoga 
Performing Arts Center, Adirondack Trust, 
Empire State College, Arnold Cogswell 
and the Dake Family Foundation.

She recently co-chaired a capital 
campaign called “Living Our Tradition: 
The Campaign for Siena.” That campaign 
raised $65.5 million, exceeding its goal of 

$50 million.
She’s also made major donations 

to the college. In 2012, the Dake 
family and Stewart’s Shops made a $1 
million gift to Siena and the Center of 
Academic Community Engagement. 
In 2015, Stewart’s Shops and the 
Dake family donated $750,000 to 
support The Stewart’s Advanced 
Instrumentation and Technology Center 
on campus.

David Smith, vice president for 
development and external affairs at Siena, 
has known Dake for more than 10 years.

“Susan leads by example. She not only 
gives, but she gets,” Smith said. “She 
gives us her financial support, time and 
talent, which are equally important and 
equally beneficial.”

Stewart’s Shops, which has 337 
convenience stores in New York and 
Vermont, budgets $2.5 million each year 
for charity.

-Shannon Sweeney
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