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Largest N.Y. public workers union won't endorse, give to candidates

By JOSEPH SPECTOR 

4:28 PM, Mar. 19, 2012  

ALBANY — The state’s largest public-employees union said Monday it would suspend all political endorsements and contributions after the state Legislature and Gov. Andrew Cuomo last week approved a less generous pension tier for new workers.

The Civil Service Employees Association, which has 265,000 members in New York, accused the Legislature of agreeing to a new pension tier last week so Cuomo wouldn’t veto legislative district lines.

The union donated $131,000 to candidates and campaign committees last year, including $50,000 each to the campaign committees for Assembly Democrats and Senate Republicans -– the two conferences in the majority, according to the New York Public Interest Research Group.

“This unprecedented action is a direct result of the political deal between Gov. Andrew Cuomo and the state legislative leadership, Senate Republicans and Assembly Democrats, trading the future retirement security of working New Yorkers for legislative redistricting lines,” CSEA President Danny Donahue said in a statement.

CSEA said it would work with other unions “about how we can collectively address the disrespect and disenfranchisement of working people by our state’s elected officials.”

CSEA and other unions vehemently fought the new pension tier, saying it would hurt middle-class workers. The new pension benefits will affect new workers starting April 1.

The pension plan increases the retirement age for public workers from 62 to 63. Employee contribution rates will increase for salaries starting at $5,000 a year.

The governor had wanted employees in the new pension tier to have a choice of a 401(k)-type plan rather than the traditional defined-benefit pension. But unions were able to beat it back. A 401(k)-type option is going to be available for high-income earners who are not union workers.

Cuomo estimates the new pension tier will save state and local governments, who have been stung by rising pension costs, about $80 billion over 30 years. He signed the bill into law Friday.

The deal was part of a massive package the Legislature and Cuomo agreed to in the middle of the night Wednesday into Thursday. It included an agreement to approve new district lines for the state Legislature that lawmakers crafted in exchange for an independent process in 10 years — the next time the lines are drawn.

Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver, D-Manhattan, appeared unfazed by the CSEA decision. He had $2.7 million in his campaign account as of January, according to campaign-finance reports.

“I have no reaction to that,” Silver told reporters Monday. “The public and CSEA and anybody else is free to always assess who they think is worthy of their support. Support should not come on a vote ‘yes’ or a vote ‘no’ on any particular bill.”
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