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Most Staten Islanders, Dem pols here in favor of hiking minimum wage to $8.50; local GOP electeds taking wait-and-see approach

By Associated Press 

January 31, 2012, 6:31 AM

ALBANY -- The top Democrat in New York's Legislature began pushing legislation yesterday to boost the state's minimum wage from $7.25 to $8.50 an hour and then link future increases to the inflation rate. 

Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver, joined by dozens of colleagues from his chamber controlled by Democrats, said census data show nearly half of the U.S. population has fallen into poverty or joined the ranks of the working poor. He said New York's minimum wage has risen 10 cents in the last six years, it is lower here than in 18 other states, and increasing it is "a matter of human dignity." 

Gov. Andrew Cuomo has supported previous proposals to raise the minimum and his office will review this one through the legislative session, spokesman Matthew Wing said yesterday. 

An SiLive poll reveals that 66 percent of those responding believe the minimum wage should be raised. Staten Islanders interviewed by the Advance last night expressed similar views. Most felt that in this depressed economy where everything costs more, people are struggling and jobs are hard to come by, raising the minimum wage is the least that can be done to help struggling families get by. 

Keron Butler of New Dorp, who works in construction, said it wasn't fair that he be asked to do much more for less -- while other states have a higher minimum wage than New York. "You gotta survive. I got kids and they gotta eat," Butler said. 

Tottenville's Patricia Allene called the state's current minimum wage of $7.25 "ridiculous," noting that "even $10 an hour is nothing for anyone to live on...The cost of living, rent -- everything, food -- everything has gone up except the minimum wage and it's ridiculous. People can't live off of that." 

Clifton's Dalis Morgan agreed. "Because of the situation that we are in -- everything -- like the food, clothes, everything is going up. And there is barely enough money... and with people, especially those with three or four kids, it's definitely not enough to live off of." 

Assemblyman Matthew Titone (D-North Shore) said he "100 percent supports" the wage hike, and said the federal minimum wage should be raised as well. 

"It's good for the economy," he said. "It's long overdue. New York state hasn't raised its minimum wage since Adam and Eve. People cannot live on the minimum wage as it is. It's unsustainable." 

While small businesses may balk at having to pay employees more, Titone said a higher wage would be good for them as well. 

"It would mean that people would have more money in their pockets to spend at small businesses," he said. 

Sen. Diane Savino (D-North Shore/Brooklyn) echoed Titone's sentiments. "It's good that we put this forward. It's the right thing to do. People in New York City cannot live on the minimum wage." 

Ms. Savino said she also hoped that the federal government would raise the minimum wage and "make it even and across the board" throughout the 50 states. 

Other Island lawmakers, however, were more reserved in their opinions. 

"While I see the short-term benefits to increasing the minimum wage for New Yorkers struggling to make ends meet, I am concerned that the same people this legislation is intending to help, will be hurt in the long run by the rising costs of goods and services and the fact that many local Staten Island businesses may be forced to downsize their workforce. Moreover, I am concerned that this increase is akin to another unfunded mandate being hoisted upon local businesses by Albany," said Assemblyman Lou Tobacco (R-South Shore) in a statement. 

"Over the next few weeks I will continue to study this issue and its economic impact on Staten Island families before making an up or down vote on this bill," he added. 

"Raising the minimum wage is an issue that must be examined closely and discussed with our local Chamber of Commerce and small business owners before we move forward. I am open to a constructive debate on the issue, but we cannot take action until we ensure that the short-term gain will not lead to a long-term negative impact," said Assemblywoman Nicole Malliotakis (R-East Shore/Brooklyn). 

"I know there are a couple of proposals out there and I want to take a look at them," said state Sen. Andrew Lanza (R-Staten Island). "It is worth revisiting. But we have to balance the implications with respect to small businesses, and see to it that it would not impact their ability to hire or result in elimination of jobs. I want to preserve and expand jobs." 

Assemblyman Michael Cusick (D-Mid-Island) did not return a call last night seeking comment. The Senate Republican majority conference says senators will keep promoting policies that make New York a more business-friendly state. 

The Fiscal Policy Institute, a research nonprofit whose aim is "a strong economy in which prosperity is broadly shared," said raising the minimum wage would help 1.6 million workers, mainly in retailing, food services and local service businesses, that don't compete with businesses in other states. The institute said it would actually create 25,000 jobs since the money would be quickly spent and pumped back into local economies. 

The advocacy group Hunger Action Network said the $8.50 an hour rate would be too low to address the gulf in income inequality and should be $10, less than what it would be if the old $1.50 minimum wage from 40 years ago had been adjusted along with inflation. 

--- Advance reporters Judy Randall, Tom Wrobleski and Kiawana Rich contributed to this report
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