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Editorial

Kirwan will be missed

November 30, 2011
State Assemblyman Thomas Kirwan had a shoot-from-the-hip style that cut through complex matters and gave people the essence of what the big political fights were all about.

He was a maverick and a reformer, and the area will undoubtedly mourn his passing; Kirwan, 78, died Monday night in Newburgh.

Kirwan faithfully represented the 100th District, which includes parts of Ulster County and the cities of Poughkeepsie and Beacon. Before this, he served as a lieutenant and in other capacities at the New York State Police.

Kirwan was never afraid to speak his mind.  Consider what he once told the Poughkeepsie Journal about the disastrous redistricting process state lawmakers use to redraw district lines after census figures are released every 10 years.

“This is the sort of stuff that gives sleazy politics a bad name.”

Or how about his comments on state spending in general, including how much New York spends on education compared to just about any other state?

“We are also at the top in spending per student in our schools, which has not resulted in an explosion of New York’s students into the Mensa High IQ Society.”

Yet Kirwan went far beyond big talk. At one point, he was part of a lawsuit that sought to curb the power of the state’s “big three” political leaders — the Assembly speaker, Senate majority leader and governor. Specifically, this lawsuit aimed to level the playing field, to even out legislative staffing resources among lawmakers regardless of whether they were in the political majority.

Kirwan had the high-minded idea that all constituents should be equally served. The lawsuit also pushed for the state to open up the budget process and actually force lawmakers to be in their seats when voting.

While the courts ultimately were hesitant to interfere with what it considered the prerogative of the legislature, the lawsuit was definitely part of a larger effort that has started to pry open the workings of state government. That effort must continue.

Over the years, Kirwan also fought for property-tax relief and better crime-fighting methods, and he was particularly concerned about the illegal drug trade and what it was doing to the cities of Poughkeepsie and Newburgh.

While Kirwan’s health had deteriorated over the last few years, he never lost his vigor nor his intense concern for the communities he served.

He was a good man who called things like he saw them, and his candor and style will be truly missed.
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