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Ernstrom & Dreste, LLP is saddened to announce that our founding member, 
J.  William (“Bill”) Ernstrom, passed away on November 28, 2025. Bill was 
80 years old. For the last number of years Bill had been residing in Chicago 
and then in the Lake Geneva, Wisconsin area. Bill maintained that he always 
wanted to be an attorney. His peers marveled at the level of drive and gusto 
that he brought to his career as an attorney. He was with the Harris Beach firm 
for 12 years before forming his own boutique firm in 1985 to concentrate on 
construction law matters. Thirty-plus years ago that firm grew into the present 
day Ernstrom & Dreste. 

Bill approached his practice and nearly all aspects of life as a challenge to master. 
Bill was a talented athlete, holding basketball scoring records in college until 
the three-point line was created. Had that line existed in his era the records 
may have stood forever. He had a long-standing weekly tennis match with one 

friend, often wagering a monthly mortgage payment for the winner. Bill ran the New York Marathon in 1979 simply due to the challenge. 
He was indefatigable in his approach to law and life. He (and we) worked hard and played hard, always with his infectious optimism, humor, 
and drive. These examples provide a glimpse into Bill’s trailblazing life, but those who knew him fully understand that his persona cannot be 
captured in this small snippet. 

Bill was a masterful trial attorney, but also gave back to the construction industry, especially via countless hours in assisting the New York and 
National Associated General Contractors of America. He presented many seminars while championing the construction industry’s positions, 
including in the development and negotiation of changes to widely used contract documents. Bill received lifetime achievement recognition 
from both the State and National levels of the AGC, among many other accolades. 

Bill’s obituary may be found here: https://www.nelsonfuneralhomes.com/obituaries/James-William-Ernstrom?obId=46515026

One New York AGC officer aptly stated on Bill’s passing that “we lost a giant”. We will miss him.
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you and I go shop at Wegmans, that’s money 
that’s already here being recirculated. But 
people coming to town for conventions and 

meetings bring in new 
money. They’re staying 
in our hotels, eating 
in our restaurants and 
shopping in some of our 
shops.”

They only come here, 
however, if there are 
facilities to meet their 
needs, from banquet 
halls and ballrooms 

to smaller rooms for breakout sessions or 
ancillary functions.

“The ballroom is dated and it shows,” Carr 
said. “People have an expectation; they’re 
looking for more modern, they’re looking for a 
building that has a better flow.”

That’s why the city has issued a Request For 
Proposals, asking firms to submit a vision for 
modernization of the convention center at 123 
East Main St. along the Genesee River. Walk-
throughs with developers and consultants will 
take place during the second week of January, 
proposals are due by Jan. 30 and a contract will 
be issued in June.

Formulation of the plan would then begin, 
with construction bids going out around March 
of 2028, said City Engineer Holly Barrett said.

The RFP requires that stakeholders be heard. 
That includes officials from the city, county and 
Visit Rochester, as well as local and national 
meeting planners.

Carr also wants to reach out to his peers 
across the country where similar renovation 
projects took place.

“I want to ask, ‘Now that it’s completed, 
what do you wish you had done that you didn’t 
do, or what was done that maybe didn’t need 
to be done,’ ” Carr said. “This is a once-in-a-
generation opportunity, so we want to make 

sure we do it right.”
Among the areas of the building slated for 

upgrades:
•	 Heating, ventilation and air conditioning 

(HVAC) equipment.
•	 Windows and lighting.
•	 Accessibility. “ADA accessibility is always 

at the forefront of our minds,” Barrett said.
•	 The kitchen. “They do their own food,” 

Jeffries said. “Most convention centers farm 
it out and quite frankly it’s not good when 
it’s trucked in. But when we do our surveys 
after events, the food and the service is 
always rated highly.”

•	 Carpeting and fixtures. The current 
carpeting in the lower ballroom looks like 
a Victorian-era discard.

•	 IT and audio/visual systems.
Components such as lighting, acoustics and 

interior finishes — even the giant moveable 
walls — reach the end of their useful life, 
Barrett said, while IT technology, audio/visual 
equipment and signage inside and outside the 

building all play a significant part in the visitor 
experience.

Skyways to the attached hotels and parking 
garage are also being reimagined so they can 
be used as gateway features to the convention 
center, Barrett said.

The Hyatt Hotel to the east is connected by 
one skyway. Another skyway crosses Main 
Street but goes nowhere at the moment. That’s 
because what was the Rochester Riverside 
Hotel, shuttered since 2020, is now a blighted 
downtown eyesore. Building owner Angelo 
Ingrassia continues to formulate rehabilitation 
plans.

“The vision there is being developed and we 
will have future conversations with that entity 
on how to integrate with the project,” Barrett 
said. “With all of these large transformations, 
even though they’re on different time frames 
and trajectories, we’re looking at the vision for 
the entire convention center district.”

Don Jeffries
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