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NYSNYS: Cuomo pushes pension reform to the fore

By Kyle Hughes NYSNYS News

February 26, 2012

ALBANY – Gov. Andrew Cuomo pushes public employee pension reform to the fore, and says redistricting may end up decided by legislators and the courts. Sales tax collections rebound. Plus, fundraisers, political notes and a look ahead.

PENSION REFORM: Cuomo continued to push for the Legislature to approve public employee pension changes to make future retirement benefits less costly to taxpayers. He faces opposition from Comptroller Thomas DiNapoli and labor unions.

At a news conference this week following a public cabinet meeting, Cuomo declared for the first time that a budget deal must include changes to the pension system. "There must be pension reform in the budget," Cuomo said. He said that one option would be to put pension reform into a budget extender if legislators balk and the budget deadline is missed, raising the possibility of a government shutdown if they don't act. "Am I willing to go extenders? Yes," Cuomo said. "But they would have to shut it down, not me."

Cuomo appears open to compromise. The Daily News reported Friday that Cuomo may be willing to drop his call for a 401(k) style pension option for public employees if legislators go along with other parts of his reform plan. He wants to raise the retirement age, enact longer vesting periods, and end the widespread practice of pension padding by state and local workers who pile up overtime in their final years of employment to increase retirement benefits.

DiNapoli wrote an op-ed this week that said Cuomo and other critics of the state pension system are spreading false information about the financial health of the fund and the burden on taxpayers. Beyond that, he said that a 401(k) pension was inferior to the current defined benefits plan.

COURTS MAY DECIDE: Cuomo this week stepped back a bit from the fray over redistricting, saying that ultimately the new voting lines will be decided by the Legislature and the courts. He said there was no question that legislators have the legal authority to draw the lines as they wish as long as they follow federal rules. "It’s up to the Legislature and the courts, basically," Cuomo said on New York Post editor Fred Dicker's Albany radio show.

Cuomo reiterated his support for a constitutional amendment or some other permanent change in how voting districts lines are determined, saying that is the only sure way to remove the partisanship and gerrymandering. A redistricting lawsuit is pending in federal court that could result in the appointment of a Special Master – a court overseer who will ultimately draw voting district lines.

Cuomo slammed legislators from both parties in both houses for being self-serving hypocrites on redistricting. He noted many legislators signed a pledge before the last election to back independent redistricting, but broke their word.

COLLECTIONS REBOUND: Sales tax collections rebounded last year, good news for state and local governments that depend on the money. Comptroller Thomas DiNapoli reported growth of 5 percent, or about $650 million more, in 2011, slightly less than 2010.

"Outside New York City, county sales tax collections grew 4.1 percent from $6.52 billion in 2010 to $6.79 billion in 2011," DiNapoli reported. "Over the past two years, county sales tax collections have regained the losses sustained after a nearly 6 percent decline in 2009. In 2011, county sales tax collections were $166 million, or 2.5 percent, higher than the 2008 pre-recession level. New York City sales tax collections grew by 6.1 percent, from $5.41 billion in 2010 to $5.74 billion, in 2011. Collections grew by 17.4 percent in 2010 largely due to the increase in the city’s tax rate and the elimination of the sales tax exemption on clothing and footwear costing more than $110. Adjusting for the rate change, growth in 2010 would have been about 10 percent compared to the 6.1 percent growth in 2011."

"Every region in the state benefited from higher sales tax collections in 2011. The strongest growth was in the Southern Tier where purchases of goods and services to rebuild and repair damage caused by Tropical Storm Lee drove an 8.6 percent increase. The weakest growth was on Long Island with a 2.4 percent increase. The strongest growth – 19 percent – was in Schuyler County, which was boosted by technical adjustments and purchases related to a concert festival and the effects of the tropical storm."

POLITICAL NOTES

LOSES CONSERVATIVE LINE: Senator Mark Grisanti's re-election plans were dealt a blow this week as Conservative Party leaders backed Democratic challenger Charles M. Swanick. The Conservative Party leaders said Grisanti's votes for the gay marriage legalization bill and Cuomo's tax hike on the wealthy in 2011 were the main factors in the endorsement.

MOST LIBERAL SENATOR: Senator Kirsten Gillibrand tied for first place for the most liberal member of the U.S. Senate, in the estimation of the National Journal. Gillibrand got her start running for the House as a conservative, gun rights candidate, but quickly switched gears after former Gov. David Paterson appointed her to fill the unexpired term of Senator Hillary Clinton. Gillibrand is running for a full six-year term this year.

SKIPS CAUCUS WEEKEND: The governor did not attend the annual Black and Puerto Rican caucus banquet Sunday in Albany. He cited family commitments. Cuomo was subjected to catcalls from protesters when he spoke to the caucus in 2011. This year, he held a private reception at the Executive Mansion for invited guests, honoring Assemblyman Denny Farrell.

LEADERSHIP CHALLENGE: Dissident members of the Public Employees Federation announced this week they will seek to unseat President Ken Brynien. PEF members rejected the Cuomo Administration's contract offer that included givebacks, but Brynien won passage on a revote after Cuomo made it clear that he would institute both layoffs and givebacks unless state workers agreed to his terms. The Union Proud group must gather names on petitions to call for an election in June.

TAPPAN ZEE BRIDGE WALKWAY: Cuomo this week offered an update on the Tappan Zee bridge replacement project, saying much of money to pay for the job will come from tolls. He also said the possibility of keeping the old bridge and converting it to a walkway and bike path was under consideration. Tearing the bridge down would cost $150 million.

MUSLIM SURVEILLANCE: New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg defended the NYPD's surveillance of Muslim college students. Critics slammed the revelations, saying the students at SUNY and other colleges were being tracked for no other reason than their religious beliefs. Gov. Cuomo had no comment on the surveillance, but New Jersey Gov. Chris Christie called it disturbing.

FUNDRAISERS

Tuesday: Shelly Silver, Democratic Assembly Campaign Committee, Bobby Van's Grill, 1201 New York Avenue., Washington, D.C., Tuesday 6 p.m. $500

Wednesday: Shelly Silver, Democratic Assembly Campaign Committee, Hotel Albany, Albany, Wednesday 6 p.m. $1,000

LOOK AHEAD

BUDGET ADOPTION SCHEDULE: Senate Majority Leader Dean G. Skelos and Assembly Speaker Silver announced an agreement on a joint legislative budget schedule that, for the first time, sets deadlines that lead to an early adoption of a state budget. The agreed-to legislative budget schedule for 2012 is as follows:

Wednesday, Joint Revenue Forecasting Conference;

Wednesday, Senate/ Assembly Fiscal Committee Economic & Revenue Reports Released

BACK FROM RECESS: The Legislature returns from a two-week break on Wednesday.

HEARING MONDAY: LATFOR redistricting in federal court again Monday.

SENATE ASSEMBLY HEARINGS: Wednesday 10 a.m. Senate Standing Committee on Mental Health and Developmental Disabilities "To solicit information on Post Traumatic Stress Disorder in veterans returning from combat," Hamilton Hearing Room B, Legislative Office Building, second floor, Albany;

Wednesday 9:30 a.m. Senate Standing Committee on Environmental Conservation "To gather input from stakeholders with regard to theft, fraud and other issues as related to bottle redemption," Van Buren Hearing Room A, Legislative Office Building, second floor, and

Thursday 1 p.m. Joint – Senate Standing Committee on Investigations and Government Operations, Senate Standing Committee on Civil Service and Pensions and Senate Standing Committee on Racing, Gaming and Wagering. Consolidation of New York State Agencies, Van Buren Hearing Room A, Legislative Office Building, second floor.

LOBBYING EVENT: The Conference of Mayors holds an Albany weekend Sunday and Monday in Albany. Mayors will visit with state officials on Monday.

MANDATE RELIEF MEETINGS: Tuesday, 4 p.m. Lt. Gov. Bob Duffy hosts Mandate Relief Council's Capitol Region Public Hearing, SUNY Albany, SEFCU Arena, Hall of Fame Room, 1400 Washington Ave., Albany.

TWITTER CHAT: Gov. Cuomo's Medicaid aides hold a live Twitter chat @NewYorkMRT Tuesday at 3 p.m.

TAX CAP FORUM: The SUNY Rockefeller Institute holds a forum Thursday on "Local Fiscal Challenges and New York’s Tax Cap," 1 to 3 p.m., Rockefeller Institute of Government, 411 State St., Albany.
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