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Cuomo wheels, leaders deal 

Agreements cover redistricting, DNA, casinos, pensions 

BY MICHAEL GORMLEY The Associated Press 

March 15, 2012

ALBANY — New York would see up to seven Las Vegas-style casinos, a doubled DNA database to fight crime and free innocent people and a less cushy pension for future public workers under deals struck behind closed doors Wednesday. 

By late Wednesday night, the Cuomo administration as well as the Senate’s Republican majority and the Assembly’s Democratic majority said the deals were done, with only minor details remaining. The measures have been thoughts on pushed by Gov. Andrew Cuomo, who also held the key to the Legislature’s priority of redistricting. A senior administration official said Cuomo will withhold his threatened veto of the election district lines drawn by the Senate’s Republican majority and Assembly’s Democratic majority in exchange for a constitutional amendment to end the process beginning in 2022. 

Majorities have drawn their own districts for decades to protect their power and incumbents. 

After that signal, the backroom dealing among the governor, Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver and Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos raced toward agreement on the governor’s priorities. 

“Looks like classic Albany: Three men in a room, huge log roll, no transparency,” said Doug Muzzio, a political science professor at Baruch College. “There used to be two forms of Albany dysfunction — of means and ends and of process and outcomes. It’s still dysfunctional means and sometimes inferior ends.” 

Cuomo ultimately traded his veto of legislative boundaries for a long-term overhaul through a constitutional amendment promised by legislative leaders. Critics denounced Cuomo’s decision. 

Muzzio called the agreement a “total cave. A huge flip ... A man of his word? Koch was right.” 

Muzzio referred to former New York City Mayor Ed Koch, who secured a promise from Cuomo during his 2010 campaign for governor that he would veto any lines not drawn by an independent commission or that continued to distort the process to protect the majorities’ power. During the campaign, most members of the Senate and Assembly majority also signed Koch’s New York Uprising pledge to enact independent redistricting. 

“The governor said he is going to veto hyper-partisan lines, the lines remain hyper-partisan,” said Susan Lerner of Common Cause-NY. 

Cuomo was scheduled to sign the proposal before a federal judge takes up the issue today. A judge can decide to order lines to be drawn by an independent court appointee. 

“These lines are in full compliance with the constitution,” said Sen. Michael Nozzolio, a Finger Lakes Republican and the GOP point person on redistricting. “We’re very hopeful the governor sees it as a good plan.” 

The Senate plan maintains 13 districts with racial minorities accounting for more than half of the voters and created the chamber’s first district with a majority of Asian voters. The plan also adds a 63rd seat through Republican suburbs upstate, but it, too, has more enrolled Democrats. 

In the Senate plan, 48 of the districts have more Democrats than Republicans, with 15 dominated by Republicans. 

The Senate’s Republican majority holds a 32-30 edge over Democrats going into the fall elections in a state where Democrats have a nearly 2-to-1 enrollment advantage. 

Redistricting is done every 10 years with updated census data and is supposed to make sure similar communities are lumped together. But legislative majorities have used it for years to stack districts with their party’s voters to protect incumbents and further disadvantage challengers. 

Silver predicted that New York will soon have as many as seven new casinos under a constitutional amendment that must be approved this year and next year by the Legislature. 

“All it’s going to have is a maximum of seven,” Silver said. “We’ll deal with where, when and how next year.” 

Cuomo wanted to expand casinos off Indian reservations as an economic development tool. There are already nine state-approved video slot machine centers at race tracks and five Indian casinos. The administration has sought a broad approval, but Silver had insisted on some specificity. 

Silver also appears to have gotten some of his objectives into Cuomo’s demand for a less expensive pension system for local and state governments. The deal omits Cuomo’s proposal for an optional 401(k)-like retirement plan for all future employees, but will offer it to non-union, higher-wage workers. The deal also requires higher contributions from future employees at higher income rates than Cuomo proposed, among other provisions. The deal provides most of the savings sought by New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg, who led a statewide effort to drum up support for Cuomo’s proposal. 

The retirement age would move to 63 from 62 for most public workers. 

Silver was also able to provide greater access to DNA data after conviction, to help use the tool to free the wrongly incarcerated as well as catch criminals earlier in their careers. 

The deal would double New York’s DNA database with genetic information from those convicted of all felonies and all but one penal misdemeanor. The deal excludes misdemeanor possession of less than 25 grams of marijuana in public view. Various lower-level violations are also excluded.  
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