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State lawmakers OK casino expansion

By Tom Precious 

Updated: March 15, 2012, 8:25 AM 

ALBANY -- State lawmakers early this morning approved  a constitutional amendment to dramatically expand the number of casinos in New York. They also approved measures hiking pension costs for future government employees and requiring people convicted of any crime in New York to submit a DNA sample to a statewide crime lab.

Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver cut an agreement with Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos and Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo to add an additional seven casinos on non-Indian lands. But that constitutional amendment would be put to voters statewide, probably in November 2013.

The Assembly passed the casino measure at about 11 p.m. Wednesday, and the State Senate passed it early this morning.  The state now has casinos at nine racetracks and five Indian casinos, including the three in Western New York run by the Seneca Nation of Indians.

The deal does not include specifics on where the new casinos would be located or operated.  "We will deal with where, when, how next year in legislation," Silver said.

Lawmakers would have to approve a constitutional amendment this year and next year before it could go to a statewide referendum.

Cuomo has said the casinos are needed for economic development; critics have warned of boosting gambling when the state is cutting back on gambling treatment programs.

The Seneca Nation has been pressing to halt the expansion in Western New York, saying new casinos would severely eat into their exclusivity deal with the state.

"We'll address it next year and we'll see where we are next year with the Senecas," a senior Cuomo administration official said.

"I view this as starting a process," said Sen. Patrick Gallivan, R-Elma, who added he could not see voting for second passage next year unless certain competitive concerns raised by Western Region Off-Track Betting Corp. and the Seneca Nation are addressed.

The deals on casinos, pensions and DNA were all linked in talks on a plan by the majority parties in the Senate and Assembly for new district boundary lines. The unrelated issues of casinos, pensions and DNA -- which Cuomo wants -- came as a redistricting bill, which most lawmakers want, was set to be approved late Wednesday.

On pensions, several of Cuomo's ideas to raise costs on future state and local government workers were changed in the final talks. Silver said, for instance, that Cuomo's call to raise the retirement age from 62 to 65 was rejected.

Silver said the deal would keep employee pension contributions unchanged for workers making under $45,000 annually -- up from the $30,000 proposed by Cuomo. For those making more than $45,000, it would raise the current 3 percent contribution rate to as much as 6 percent, depending on salary.

Public unions were furious and said the calculation upon which workers' pensions are based is being lowered and that pensions will also now be based on a worker's final five years of salary instead of the current three years.

"This is about redistricting," said Fran Turner, legislative and political action director at the Civil Service Employees Association, the largest state workers union. "This is about sacrificing the retirement for real people for [politicians'] own self-interests in redistricting. The two issues are linked."

The Cuomo official, speaking on condition of anonymity, said the pension plan will save the state and localities $80 billion over 30 years -- down from the $113 billion Cuomo's original plan envisioned. It includes an optional 401(k) plan enrollment, but only for non-union employees.

"We've significantly reduced the impact of the governor's original proposal and many CSEA members will not have an increased contribution," Silver said. "And under the circumstances we did the best we could to get it done."

After a few weeks of ads by unions slamming the pension proposals, CSEA's parent union, AFSCME, quickly announced a new round of ads to run on African-American radio stations -- as a start -- specifically targeting Cuomo.

Turner estimated the average future government worker's pension benefits will be lowered under the new deal by up to 30 percent from the current system.

"The message is they don't want to stand up for middle America and working people," Turner said of lawmakers.

A deal also was reached to expand the state DNA database to include samples from people convicted of all crimes. Assembly Democrats wanted provisions to reduce wrongful conviction cases -- such as videotaping police interrogations -- but that died. The final deal provided more access to DNA samples by those convicted of crimes.

"I think it's a major victory," said Assemblyman Joseph Lentol, a Brooklyn Democrat who chairs the Codes Committee and helped negotiate the compromise. The deal covers all felonies and misdemeanors except low-level marijuana possession convictions.

The deal carries several new provisions to make it easier for people convicted of crimes with the use of DNA to gather evidence to try to prove their innocence. Courts would also be permitted to "order comparisons between offender samples in the databank and probative evidence in both the pre-trial and post-conviction contexts."
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