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Coker becomes third legislator to decline re-election bid; moves may affect redistricting

by Laura Incalcaterra

April 3, 2011

NEW CITY — A third Rockland County legislator has decided against seeking re-election in November.

Legislator Connie Coker, D-South Nyack, said hers wasn't an easy decision, but it's ultimately the right one.

"I've been thinking seriously about it for several months," she said. "It's been very, very difficult to make a decision ... I've enjoyed being an advocate."

Coker said she wanted to focus more on being a midwife, an avocation that has led to her delivery of hundreds of babies.

She said she also wants to step up her advocacy efforts on behalf of women, infants and children as well as the environment, but not as a legislator.

Coker is one of two women on the 17-member County Legislature.

She was appointed to the Legislature in April 2006 to fill a vacancy. She defeated Republican Paul Valentine later that year in a midterm election and again in 2007, when she won a full four-year term.

Coker's decision comes after Legislators Gerold Bierker, C-Bardonia, and Robert Jackson, D-Nanuet, said they would decline re-election bids in November. All 17 legislative seats are up in November.

Their collective decisions may affect the redistricting process under way in the County Legislature as well as the fate of the proposed sale of the county-owned Summit Park nursing home and hospital.

All 17 legislative districts are being redrawn in response to new 2010 census numbers, which show an increase of about 25,000 people in Rockland. The effort seeks to equalize the population in each district, in keeping with the Constitution's one-person, one-vote mandate.

It may be easier to change the districts represented by Bierker, Jackson and Coker because they won't be seeking to hold on to their current voter base. Remaining legislators may be more inclined to fight to keep their current district boundaries as unchanged as possible.

New district maps will be received publicly by the Legislature on Monday.

Barring any court challenges, the new districts are expected to be put in place as soon as April 27.

Once that task is complete, legislators will focus on the proposed Summit Park sale.

Legislators voted 13-3 last month to seek state home-rule approval to allow the creation of a local public-benefit corporation. County Executive C. Scott Vanderhoef proposes selling the nursing home and hospital to the corporation to raise $18 million this year.

Coker and Legislators Joseph Meyers, D-Airmont, and Alden Wolfe, D-Suffern, voted "no."

Also in response to a request by Vanderhoef, legislators voted 9-7 to approve the borrowing of about $18 million in advance of the possible sale. The money would provide the cash the county needs to cover its operating expenses for the year, Vanderhoef said.

In addition to Coker, Meyers and Wolfe, Legislators Ed Day, R-New City; Michael Grant, D-Garnerville; Jay Hood, D-Haverstraw; and Patrick Moroney, R-Pearl River voted "no."

At the same time the proposed public-benefit corporation may be created, legislators will receive Vanderhoef's proposed 2012 budget, a spending plan he unveils in late October each year and which must be approved in early December.

The county has been trying to address its mounting budget deficit, which now tops $40 million.

A steep decline in sales- and mortgage -tax revenues along with cuts in state and federal aid have contributed to the problem, along with the repeated overestimation of the revenue the sales and mortgage taxes would bring.

Coker voted "no" on the 2011 budget as amended by the Legislature. It relied on Vanderhoef's inclusion of the $18 million from the still-unknown outcome of the proposed Summit Park sale.

"I voted against the budget because I felt the public-benefit corporation was the center of it, and I felt like that was smoke and mirrors," Coker said.

Coker said she spoke freely on issues during her tenure as legislator, and that not seeking re-election would let her concentrate on the proposed nursing home sale and the 2012 budget, a plan that could combine property-tax increases, county-worker layoffs, program cuts and new taxes if revenues do not improve.

"I'm glad that Bob Jackson, Gerold Bierker and I will get to focus on just that," Coker said.
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