[image: image1.png]




Albany County legislators trim proposed tax increase

Legislators pare some programs — not road patrols — to get proposed increase to 8%

By CAROL DEMARE

December 4, 2011

ALBANY — Majority Democrats in the Legislature trimmed programs and services, and eliminated vacant jobs in the 2012 budget — including slashing the minority Republicans' tiny legislative staff — to reduce the property tax hike from 19.2 percent to 8 percent and send a revised spending package to a Monday night vote.

The budget vote is tied to a local law that allows legislators to override the state's recommended 2 percent property tax cap. The Legislature's Audit and Finance Committee, which had the final say on the budget at a end of the week meeting, is sending the local law resolution to override to the floor without a recommendation.

Required for an override is a super majority, or a 60 percent vote, of the governing body. In the case of the Albany County Legislature that means 24 votes. Legislative leaders wouldn't say Friday whether they had it.

In October, lame duck County Executive Mike Breslin proposed a $565 million budget for next year calling for a 19.2 percent property tax hike. Throughout his 17-year tenure, Breslin pushed for tough cuts in programs, some of which the legislature reinstated in the final budgets.

This time, the legislature was left with the tough job of getting the tax hike down by trimming. Lawmakers figured they couldn't get it to the 2 percent cap, as pushed by Gov. Andrew Cuomo, in less than three years.

Threats of closing the county nursing home, massive layoffs and the elimination of departments and services — including deputy sheriffs' road patrols in the Hilltowns — concerned the public and the county work force. In the end, all major services were kept and there would be no layoffs.

The road patrols were untouched as were the county dental clinic that has more than 6,500 young patients, the mental health clinic, the childhood early development program, and the nursing home. The sales tax formula was left at 60-40 with the county's share 60 percent and the rest divided among the county's municipalities. Leaders of localities, who had already figured their share into their budgets, were concerned the county could adjust the formula to give it more revenue.

"We worked diligently to get it" — the new tax hike — "to that level," said Cohoes Legislator Shawn Morse, deputy majority leader and chairman of the Audit and Finance Committee. "We are definitely going to meet again, and it may be before the meeting Monday. We are continuing to go through every item line by line right up to the vote." Taxes could drop more, he said.

Thirty vacant jobs in the sheriff's department, mostly correction officers, won't be filled, Morse said. Throughout other departments, a total of at least another 100 vacant jobs were eliminated, "putting the county work force at its lowest since 2000 or beyond," he said.

However, Democrats on the committee went after their Republican colleagues. Minority Leader Christine Benedict called the Democrats "thugs" for going after her staff.

Ironically, the committee voted to eliminate the $42,493 part-time job of minority counsel Thomas Marcelle, who the Democrats picked as their lead lawyer last summer to argue in federal court on a redistricting lawsuit.

The court action, brought by minority plaintiffs to force the Legislature to include a fifth minority legislative district in the city of Albany, isn't over. The actual merits have yet to be argued, but Marcelle got an initial win when Judge Lawrence Kahn refused to stop this year's primary and general election of 39 legislative seats.

The committee also voted to eliminate the $31,211 part-time job of a policy analyst in the minority office. Left is a $57,221 director of research position.

The elimination of Marcelle's job didn't sit well with all Democrats. It's possible that before the vote Monday night, the Republicans could get their staff back. The minority will have 10 members next year, compared to eight the last four years. One of those eight is an enrolled Conservative who votes with the GOP.

Benedict said the slashing of her staff was an attempt to squeeze her conference for votes. "I know what they want," she said, "they want votes to override the cap." As of Friday night she hadn't received a call to make a deal. She said she was voting "no" on the override.

"The tax cap is in place to ensure that the people of Albany County are spared the burden of a structural deficit built upon bad spending practices and a hemorrhaging nursing home budget," she said. "Albany County would not be in this situation if the Democrats heeded the advice of the Republican Conference and embraced years of cost-saving suggestions that we offered."

"This is not the way to work collaboratively to solve the issues facing the county," she said. "It is nothing short of coercion, intimidation and thuggery."

Morse didn't want to comment on Benedict's assertions.

While her minority office has one full-time and two part-time staffers, the majority office has 10 full-time employees, she said.

The chief counsel, Jamie Kallner, is paid $115,000 annually, while part-time attorney Patrick Jeffers gets $30,000. A director of research is paid $57,000, a senior policy analyst gets $62,500, a policy analyst is paid $45,900 and a confidential secretary is on the payroll for $57,810.

Benedict pointed out in the current budget the district attorney's office had a $210,734 line called "fees for services," and it included two items for Six Flags Great Escape Lodge one at $208 and another at $289. Another $526 went to Sovrana's Pizza and $427 to Hoffmans Car Wash. The 2012 budget gives the DA's office $145,000 for that line, Benedict said.
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