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Nysnys Week In Review: Pension Fight Intensifying 

By Kyle Hughes NYSNYS News

March 11, 2012

ALBANY — Gov. Andrew Cuomo opens insurance investigations. The public employees pension fight is intensifying. A redistricting deadline looms. Plus, fundraisers, political notes and a look ahead.

Cuomo took a break from intense discussions on pension changes and the budget to focus on insurance issues. He announced the state was investigating abusive billing practices against consumers treated by providers not in their healthcare network, and "medical mills" and doctors involved with auto insurance fraud.

In both instances, officials said the bulk of the problem appears to lie with healthcare providers, not the insurance companies.

Cuomo said the Department of Financial Services is investigating "unexpected out-of-network medical costs affecting New Yorkers across the state, many of whom cannot afford to pay out-of-pocket expenses … The investigation was sparked by an overwhelming amount of consumer complaints. DFS found that unexpected out-of-network medical bills are one of the most common complaints received by the agency."

DFS released a report that found:

• Many cases where a consumer does everything possible to use an in-network health care provider for non-emergency services, but nonetheless receives a bill from a specialist whom the consumer did not know or realize was out-of-network.

• Too often out-of-network providers who provide emergency services take advantage of the situation and charge fees well in excess of what Medicare or insurance would pay in network."

• Insurers are moving to a system that greatly increases how much it costs consumers when they are treated out-of-network."

• Because health plans are now switching between different coverage rates for out of network doctors, consumers are left in an incredibly difficult position when they select plans."

Also this week, Cuomo announced the state was investigating more than 100 doctors with questionable practices and possible ties to auto insurance fraud cases.

Cuomo said the state would seek to ban doctors involved in fraud and examine the 135 suspect providers. New York state has a no-fault auto insurance system and one of the worst incidences of fraud in the U.S.

FIGHT INTENSIFIES: The fight over revamping public pensions took to the airwaves this week with union TV spots opposing Cuomo's proposal to introduce 401(k) style retirement savings accounts for newly hired public employees.

AARP also came out in opposition to Cuomo's plan. "AARP strongly believes the current proposals on the table to move away from a strong defined retirement benefit for public employees will hurt current retirees and future retirees," said Joan Parrott-Fonseca, AARP New York State Director.

Introducing a less costly Tier VI pension plan is supported by virtually all local government leaders and business groups and most editorial pages, but is facing sharp opposition from labor unions. Comptroller Thomas DiNapoli has also criticized the plan.

Cuomo met privately with union leaders this week. Legislative leaders have said Cuomo and the unions must settle the issue. Cuomo has included the pension changes in his budget plan and appeared determined this week to push for its enactment, possibly with some changes to make it more palatable for labor leaders.

The Committee to Save New York, the business backed group formed to support Cuomo's policy proposals, condemned the ads.

REDISTRICTING DRAGS ON: The clock continued ticking on LATFOR redistricting in New York, which is one of the last states in the U.S. to adjust state legislative and Congressional voting districts to reflect population changes reported by the 2010 Census.

A federal judge issued a set of Congressional maps this week. The maps did away with the district represented by Rep. Maurice Hinchey, who is retiring. The federal courts want new House district lines in place by March 20, the day nominating petitions begin circulating.

Talks continued this week on Senate and Assembly districts, apparently focused on crafting a constitutional amendment that would revamp the redistricting process that follows the 2020 Census. Cuomo has threatened to veto any Senate and Assembly plan he deems to be too partisan, but has not answered questions about what he would be willing to settle for in the current round of redistricting.

The League of Woman Voters and the Citizens Union urged Cuomo to negotiate a Constitutional amendment, saying fundamental change is more important than the outcome of the latest cycle of redrawing district lines. Whatever the new lines look like, New York's Congressional delegation will lose two seats, shrinking to 27, the smallest Congressional delegation from New York since 1812.

POLITICAL NOTES

DONOHUE RUNNING: CSEA president Danny Donohue announced his candidacy for president of AFSCME, his parent union. He will run against Secretary-Treasurer Lee Saunders. Donohue has been president of CSEA since 1994.

MAY RUN AGAIN: Ex-Rep. Scott Murphy, who survived only one term after succeeding Rep. Kirsten Gillibrand, may run for Congress again. He is said to be looking at a race in the Lower Hudson Valley.

MENTIONED AT TRIAL: The corruption trial involving Yonkers city officials took a turn toward Albany as a witness testified that Senator Thomas Libous, the second ranking leader in the majority, sought a job in a New York City law firm for his son, demanding a $150,000 salary. The implication was he would steer work to the firm in exchange for the hiring. His son ultimately left the firm after a poor job performance. Libous said he did nothing wrong.

FUNDRAISERS

Monday: Assemblyman George Amedore (likely Senate candidate), Angelo's 677 Prime, Broadway, Albany, 7 p.m. $500.

Tuesday: Senator Neil Breslin, University Club, 5:30 p.m. $500

Wednesday: Assemblyman Jack McEneny, University Club, 8:30 a.m. $250

LOOK AHEAD

COMMISSION MEETING: The Commission of Correction meets Tuesday at 11 a.m. in the Smith State Office Building, 80 South Swan St., 12th floor.

LGAC MEETINGS: The New York Local Government Assistance Corp. meeting Tuesday at 3:15 p.m. and 3:30 p.m. (Board meeting) in Capitol Room 131.

PRESS CONFERENCES

Monday: 11 a.m. Sunshine Week proposals. NYPIRG. Contact: Bill Mahoney 436-0876; 1 p.m. DNA database extension. NY Civil Liberties Union. Contact: Coriminne Carey 212-607-3327

Tuesday: 11 a.m. Cadmium in Kids Jewelry. Just Green Partnership. Contact: Katie 734-646-2119

Wednesday: Noon. Higher education funding. NYPIRG. Contact: Bill Mahoney 436-0876; 1 p.m. Reform legislation. Assemblyman Johns. Contact: Bernadette 455-5313.

SCHOOL BOARDS MEETING: The state School Boards Association holds its policy lobbying meeting Sunday and Monday. On Sunday, Budget Director Bob Megna and Sen. DeFrancisco will provide members an update on the state's fiscal environment. Later on Sunday, NYSSBA President Thomas Nespeca will make opening remarks at the annual awards presentation which will honor the advocacy efforts of a state leader and local school board members.

On Monday at 8:30 a.m., Education Commissioner John King offer the latest update on teacher and principal evaluations, the Board of Regents reform agenda and mandate relief. Starting at 10:30 a.m. on Monday, school board members will head to the Legislative Office Building to meet with lawmakers regarding the need for pension reform and the importance of mandate relief, as well as other pressing issues for school districts.

CATHOLIC LOBBYING DAY: Cardinal Timothy Dolan meets with Cuomo Monday and the Catholic Conference holds a lobbying day Tuesday.

GOP CONVENTION: The state Republican Committee holds its state convention on Friday in Rochester.
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