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Cuomo, Lawmakers Reach Mega-Deal on Pensions, Gambling

By Jacob Gershman

March 14, 2012, 6:21 PM ET

ALBANY–New York Gov. Andrew Cuomo and state lawmakers appeared to have locked in deals on a range of contentious matters that would pave the way for casino gaming, take a slice out of pension costs, expand the state’s DNA data bank to include nearly every crime and redraw legislative lines in ways that would protect incumbents.

The deals are also expected to clear the way for the passage of the 2012-2013 budget. Here’s how the agreements will shape key laws:

PENSION REFORM: Lawmakers said they have agreed on a pension bill that would require new workers who make more than $45,000 a year to contribute larger amounts into their plans and raise the minimum age at which workers can retire and collect maximum benefits.

Cuomo and Mayor Michael Bloomberg, who have been sounding the alarm about the soaring costs to taxpayers, had demanded a much deeper rollback in benefits and tried to get lawmakers behind the idea of moving toward a 401(k)-like system. Lawmakers rejected the idea after taking heat from labor unions, and Cuomo ultimately accepted a compromise that leaves the traditional system of guaranteed benefits largely intact.

Lawmaker said the new legislation would not include any major adjustment to New York City’s police and fire pension systems and would still allow workers to increase their pensions through overtime wages.

REDISTRICTING: Lawmakers said they agreed to the pension changes while getting Cuomo to agree to sign off on their once-in-a-decade redistricting plan for re-shaping the boundaries of state Senate and Assembly districts.  Lawmakers said Cuomo has agreed to approve a map that cushions the partisan majorities in control of each house: Republicans in the Senate and Democrats in the Assembly.

Cuomo had long pledged that he would veto any lines that aren’t drawn by an independent commission. Already, the governor has come under criticism from Senate Democrats and good-government leaders for sliding on his promise.

The governor this week had signaled that he’d go along with the legislative plan as long as they agreed to a constitutional amendment to put a new legislative-appointed body in charge of drawing the lines the next time around in 2020.

CASINO GAMBLING: Lawmakers agreed to adopt a constitutional amendment to lift the bar on non-Indian casino gaming. It would allow for seven Las Vegas-style casinos around the state, according to Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver. But the amendment language is purposefully vague, leaving open the question of  which sites will be chosen.

Cuomo made casino gaming a major priority in his budget. An amendment increases the likelihood of a new casino in Queens, where a Malaysian gambling company is looking to build a $4 billion convention center and resort with a casino attached. But lawmakers would still have to pass it again next year to put it up for a public vote.

DNA DATABASE: In a victory for state prosecutors, lawmakers are also poised to pass a bill that would require DNA samples from people convicted of nearly every crime. The current database — expanded several times since it became operational in 1999 — excludes many misdemeanors.

The emerging bill would still leave out people who are convicted of Class B marijuana possession and have no prior convictions.
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