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Week In Review: Dna Databank Bill Advances; Cuomo Aide To Head Ethics Panel

By Kyle Hughes NYSNYS News

February 5, 2012

ALBANY – Gov. Andrew Cuomo urges the Assembly to pass a bill expanding the DNA crime databank. The appointment of Cuomo aide Ellen Biben to head the independent state ethics panel draws fire. Redistricting, political primary calendar remain up in the the air. Plus, fundraisers, political notes and a look ahead.

DNA BILL PASSES SENATE: The Senate passed a bill expanding the state's DNA databank and Gov. Andrew Cuomo called on the Assembly to do the same. The databank contains samples of genetic material from people convicted of a narrow group of crimes, and the bill would mandate that anyone convicted of other felonies and misdemeanors also be compelled to submit samples. That includes such crimes as animal cruelty, DWI and prescription drug abuse.

"Under the existing law, people convicted of about half the crimes that are committed are required to submit DNA samples, including every penal law felony and just 36 misdemeanor crimes in the penal law," the Senate sponsors said in a press release. "The legislation would expand that list to include all felonies in state law and every penal law misdemeanor. It is projected that the expansion would add about 46,000 individual DNA samples a year to the databank."

If the bill passes, it is expected to mean about 7,000 DNA samples will be processed and added to the State Police databank each month. Opponents say harvesting DNA information is an invasion of privacy, while supporters point to the murders and other violent crimes that have been solved because DNA evidence has helped identify perpetrators.

The Assembly is pushing for any expansion to be part of a deal that includes other criminal justice measures, such as a mandate to videotape all interrogations of suspects.

Cuomo said the DNA Databank Expansion Bill is "an important step in protecting New Yorkers and modernizing the state’s criminal justice system. This critical crime fighting resource embraces technology to help protect the innocent and convict the guilty. I want to thank Senators Golden and Saland for sponsoring this legislation. I call on the Assembly to do the same so I can sign this bill into law immediately."

AIDE TO HEAD ETHICS PANEL: State Inspector General Ellen Biben was appointed this week as the executive director of the Joint Commission on Public Ethics, the new state ethics panel informally known as JCOPE.

Biben has served as inspector general since Cuomo took office. During Cuomo's four years as attorney general, Biben was his Special Deputy Attorney General for Public Integrity. Before that, she was an Assistant District Attorney in the Manhattan DA's office for a decade. While no one questioned Biben's qualifications, the appointment drew fire because the commission is supposed to be an independent ethics watchdog agency.

Good government groups praised Biben as a good pick. But some reporters and critics took to Twitter to challenge the appointment because of her closeness to Cuomo and the fact it was not announced publicly despite the fact a vote apparently took place this week to hire her. "WSJ [The Wall Street Journal] sums up the JCOPE situation nicely: 'Cuomo appointee to police Cuomo administration,' " YNN's Capital Tonight tweeted. "Imagine the reaction if Shelly Silver had tried to install [his close aides] Dean Fuleihan or Jim Yates as JCOPE board members, let alone exec director," tweeted New York Times reporter Nick Confessore. News of Biben's appointment was first revealed in an online blog in The New York Times.

After the Times broke the news, JCOPE issued a press release.

The panel has faced criticism since its new inception, following an earlier Spitzer-era incarnation that was harshly condemned as a front for the governor's office during the troopergate scandal.

The day JCOPE met in Albany and Biben was hired, the Times Union reported that the agency was spending $612,000 to lease its offices, of which one-third of the space went unused. The per square foot cost is said to be among the most costly for state offices in the Albany area.

REDISTRICTING, PRIMARIES REMAIN UNSETTLED: Redistricting hearings continued this week with the first sessions held since the voting district lines for the Senate and Assembly were released. Cuomo repeated his position that the proposed district lines were completely unacceptable – he called them "hyperpolitical and hyperpartisan" this week – and vowed to veto them unless they are changed to minimize gerrymandering.

He found support from editorial pages across the state. "The state Legislature last week released its proposed redrawing of election districts," The (Kingston) Freeman wrote. "Let the bald-faced lying begin! Oops. Too late. Many legislators have been lying all along about the redistricting process." The LATFOR redistricting plan "is a prescription for 10 more years of the crass political advantage-taking that has shamed Albany for decades," the New York Post editorialized.

Legislators defended the lines, but Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver signaled that some changes would have to be made. "I think, overall, we need to make the governor comfortable, that whatever we are producing is not overtly politically partisan," Silver told the Buffalo News.

Legislators faced more criticism over problems surrounding upcoming party primaries. A presidential primary is scheduled for April 24, and a federal judge has ordered primaries in House and U.S. Senate races to be held on June 26. Legislators are balking at holding Senate and Assembly primaries in June rather than the traditional September date. The result could mean three separate statewide primary elections at cost up as much as $50 million each.

Assembly Speaker Silver told WCNY's Capitol Pressroom radio show that he would move the September primary to June, but Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos threw cold water on the idea. "As we're concluding our legislative year, the primary would be held, and if it was in June, (legislators would) be looking for endorsements from unions and others," Skelos told reporters. "They'd be looking during the process for contributions to get them through the primary process, and I think this would be very disruptive to the orderly, functioning Legislature."

In his press conference, Cuomo told reporters that he hoped the primaries issue could be settled as part of an overall agreement on redistricting. Complicating the issue is a lawsuit filed this week by Senate Democrats to block the creation of a 63rd Senate seat, located in the Albany area.

POLITICAL NOTES

WARNING ON ECONOMY: Comptroller Tom DiNapoli issued a report this week warning that the state's recovery from the recession appears to have stalled. He cited the loss of government jobs in 2011 as a factor. [

CENEDELLA WON'T RUN: Internet entrepreneur Marc Cenedella announced this week he will not seek Republican backing to run against Senator Kirsten Gillibrand. Cenedella's nascent campaign crashed following reports that tied him to blog postings about sex and drugs.

RELEASES BUDGET: New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg released a proposed $68.7 billion budget that closes a $2 billion budget gap without new taxes. He issued a warning on the growing expense of public employee pensions, saying that for the first time the cost of pensions and benefits for uniformed employees will be more than the cost of their salaries. "Since FY 2002, City funded pension costs have now increased by nearly 500 percent, rising from $1.3 billion to $8 billion in FY 2013," Bloomberg said.

FUNDRAISERS

• Dean SKELOS – Senate Republican campaign committee, reception, The State Room, Albany 5:30 p.m. $1,000

• Sheldon SILVER – Democratic Assembly campaign committee, reception, Hotel Albany, Monday 6:30 p.m. $1,000

• Hugh FARLEY – Senator Farley, reception, Hotel Albany (Crowne Plaza), Monday noon $350

• Steve McLAUGHLIN – Assemblyman McLaughlin, reception, Fort Orange Club, Monday 5:30 p.m. $250
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