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Study: 127 donors give $16.8M

NYPIRG report shows Wall Street dollars arriving at Capitol

By Rick Karlin

February 4, 2012

ALBANY — In the latest sign that politics in New York are for sale, NYPIRG researchers have identified a core group of 127 donors who gave $50,000 or more to state candidates and party committees last year.

Together, this group of big givers contributed $16.8 million.

Top givers included lawyers, real estate interests, the state teachers union, and health care organizations.

But last year also saw substantial contributions by Wall Street executives who supported the successful push to legalize same-sex marriage.

The study renewed calls for campaign finance reform, which Gov. Andrew Cuomo has said he supports.

Of the donors who gave $50,000 or more in the state, Cuomo received the most: $2,959,426.04 from 79 of the 127, although some of those gave less than $50,000 the administration said.

As the analysis was released on Friday, a consortium of more than 100 organizations dubbed Fair Elections for New York sent a letter to the governor in support of changes including a public funding option, lower giving limits and stronger enforcement.

Cuomo's office noted that the governor called for these changes in his State of the State speech although it is unclear how the Legislature will respond.

The median household income in 2010 was $55,603, according to Census data.

But there are plenty of individuals as well as corporations, unions and other special interest groups who can give many times that amount to favored politicians and their parties.

In fact some donors were able to get around limits such as the $150,000 cap for individual giving by donating to "housekeeping" or soft money accounts that both Republicans and Democrats maintain, the study found. Such accounts can't fund advertisements for specific candidates but help pay for the infrastructure of political parties.

Of the 127 big givers, Leonard Litwin & Holdings, a New York City apartment building developer, was in first place with $698,300, the study found. Their biggest single donation was $125,000 to the Senate Republican Campaign Committee.

New York State United Teachers was in second place with $639,204 in contributions. Their largest single gift was $140,000 to the Working Families Party.

LAWPAC, which represents trial lawyers, came in third with $590,750. Their biggest single gift was $102,300 to the Democratic Assembly Campaign Committee.

Susan Lerner, executive director of Common Cause New York, noted that this was just one of many lists that come out each year chronicling how much money well-heeled business and organizations pour into elections.

"We always have lots of lists. Lots of money," said Lerner, whose organization has long pushed for campaign finance reform.

This year, though, she said she was heartened by Cuomo's stated support for tougher restrictions on political giving.

Lerner added the 2010 Citizens United decision by the U.S. Supreme Court, which greatly loosened restrictions on political giving, has created a backlash, at least by good government groups. On the national level, she said, there is a new push for a constitutional amendment that would restore some limits to campaign contributions.

Supporters of the Citizens United decision believe more regulations regarding campaign contributions would amount to an unconstitutional limit on free speech.

Attorney General Eric Schneiderman received $334,500 from these sources. Then came the four Republican senators who voted for same sex marriage last year: Roy McDonald, Stephen Saland, James Alesi and Mark Grisanti. Senate Republican Majority Leader Dean Skelos was also one of the biggest recipients as was Comptroller Tom DiNapoli.

Of the top 20 recipients, the rest were party committees.
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