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SENATE RULES CHANGE

The Senate Republican Majority led by Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos (R-Nassau), joined by the breakaway Independent Democratic Conference led by Senator Jeff Klein (D-Bronx), voted to change the Rules of the Senate Chamber to prevent the Lt. Governor Robert Duffy, as President of the Senate, from voting on any procedural matters such as breaking a tie vote for Senate President Pro Tempore and Majority Leader.  The Senate Democrats have cried foul, calling this “political pandering at its worst” and “a brazen power grab” by the Republicans.  Senate Minority Leader John Sampson (D-Brooklyn) went so far as to say it may create a “Constitutional crisis” and has asked his former Democratic Senate colleague, and now Attorney General, Eric Schneiderman to intervene.

SENATE GOP LEADERSHIP

As reported earlier, the Senate Republican Majority has elected Senator Dean Skelos (R-Nassau) as Senate President Pro Tem & Majority Leader, reunifying the two positions that were split under the Democratic Majority.  Skelos has appointed Senator Tom Libous (R-Broome) as Deputy Majority Leader, Senator George Maziarz (R-Niagara) as Senate Vice President Pro Tem, and Senator John DeFrancisco (R-Onondaga) as Chair of the Senate Finance Committee.

SENATE DEMOCRATIC CONFERENCE STAFFING

The Republican Majority has said that the Democratic Conference spent over $28 million on staff salaries in the recent past, and was recently allocated $15.2 million for staffing.  Over 200 Democratic staffers have been laid off, with more to follow.

INDEPENDENT DEMOCRATIC CONFERENCE

The four Democratic Senators that have formed the Independent Democratic Conference (IDC), have been rewarded by the Senate Republican Majority with Committee Chairs:

Senator Jeff Klein (D-Bronx) is Chair of the newly reinvigorated Committee on Alcoholism & Substance Abuse;

Senator David Valesky (D-Onondaga) is Chair of the Aging Committee;

Senator Diane Savino (D-Staten Island) is Chair of the Children & Families Committee; and 

Senator David Carlucci (D-Rockland) is Co-Chair of the Administrative Regulatory Review Commission.

The general defection of these Independent Democrats from the Senate Democratic Conference, together with these committee assignments by the Majority, have opened a major rift in relations with Senate Minority Leader John Sampson and his Democratic Conference.

ASSEMBLY LEADERSHIP & COMMITTEE ASSIGNMENTS

Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver (D-Manhattan) has just released his Assembly Leadership and Committee Chair appointments.  Notable changes include:

Assemblymember James Brennan (D-Brooklyn) is Chair of the Corporations, Authorities & Commissions Committee (vacated by former Assemblymember Richard Brodsky (D-Westchester) who ran unsuccessfully for Attorney General);

Assemblymember Carl Heastie (D-Bronx) is Chair of the Cities Committee (vacated by Assy. Brennan’s elevation above); 
Assemblymember Keith Wright (D-Manhattan) is Chair of the Labor Committee (vacated by the retirement of former Assemblymember Susan John (D-Monroe)); and

Assemblymember Michelle Titus (D-Queens) is Chair of the Social Services Committee (vacated by Assy. Wright’s elevation above).

EXECUTIVE BUDGET

Spending Reductions.  Governor Andrew Cuomo released his Executive Budget on February 1st, which closes a roughly $10 billion deficit with spending reductions and virtually no new taxes or additional state debt.  The Executive Budget proposes:

• All Funds spending of $132.9 billion in SFY 2011-12, a decrease of 2.7 % or $3.7 billion from SFY 2010-11.

• State Operating Funds spending of $88.1 billion, an increase of $900 million, or 1%. State Operating Funds exclude federal funds and long-term capital spending.

Most of the reductions will come in the area of Medicaid reductions and school aid cuts, including revamping the statutory escalators in these areas of the Budget, which left unchanged, would require 13% in additional spending in both areas over 2010 levels.  The Governor stated that this makes no sense in a real world economy with an inflation rate under 2%.

Medicaid.  In the case of healthcare cuts, the Governor has charged his blue ribbon Medicaid Redesign Team, established under Executive Order No. 5, with making the tough decisions by March 1, 2011, but has instituted a year-to-year All Funds decrease of nearly $1 billion ($982 million), or two percent, in Medicaid spending in State Fiscal Year 2011-12.  Gap closing actions totaling $2.85 billion for SFY 2011-12, will be advanced by the Medicaid Redesign Team.

School Aid.  The Executive Budget proposes School Aid of $19.4 billion for the 2011-12 school year, a year-to-year reduction of $1.5 billion. This represents a reduction of only 2.9% of the total operating expenditures projected to be made by school districts statewide.  The Governor’s School Aid proposal also includes a $2.8 billion Gap Elimination Adjustment (GEA) for the 2011-12 school year that would help achieve a balanced budget through reductions in school aid on a progressive basis, accounting for each school district's wealth, student need, administrative efficiency and residential property tax burden.

Higher Eduction Aid.  The Governor proposes 10% reductions in State Operating Aid to SUNY and CUNY, with 10% cuts in Bundy Aid to New York independent colleges & universities.

Aid to Localities.  The Executive Budget reduces Aid and Incentives for Municipalities (AIM) by 2% for cities, towns and villages outside New York City, which does not receive AIM in recognition of the City's numerous alternative funding sources such as a local income tax.

Merging and Consolidating State Agencies. The Executive Budget proposes to merge or consolidate 11 separate State entities into 4 agencies to streamline and eliminate duplicative bureaucracy.  Proposals include merging the Banking and Insurance departments and the Consumer Protection Board into a new Department of Financial Regulation; merging the Department of Correctional Services and the Division of Parole into the new Department of Corrections and Community Supervision; consolidating the Office for the Prevention of Domestic Violence, the Office of Victim Services and the State Commission of Correction into the Division of Criminal Justice Services; and consolidating the New York State Foundation for Science, Technology and Innovation into the Empire State Development Corporation.

State Agency Reductions.   The Executive Budget calls for a 10% across-the-board reduction in General Fund State Operations spending by all state agencies.  The Governor will ask for $450 million in savings from state employee labor unions.  Management employees would also contribute to these savings.  If workforce saving cannot be accomplished jointly, as a last resort up to 9,800 layoffs would be necessary.  Contracts covering the vast majority of State employees are up for renewal at the outset of SFY 2011-12.

TAX THE RICH

The Executive Budget does not extend the so-called “millionaire’s tax,” a 3-year temporary surcharge of 1% on the personal income tax for individual taxpayers with incomes in excess of $200,000 or joint filers with combined incomes over $250,000.  This surcharge is slated to expire on December 31, 2011, and generates about $4 billion per annum for the state fisc.  Both the Governor and the Senate Republicans have rejected the continuance of this income tax surcharge, while many Assembly Democrats, labor unions and community activists have urged its continuance in order to sustain state spending levels.  Recent political polls show that 55% of those surveyed support continuing the surcharge.

PROPERTY TAX CAP / LOCAL MANDATE RELIEF

The Governor proposed and the Senate has passed, with bi-partisan support, S.2706 (Skelos) to impose a 2% cap or the annual increase in the consumer  price index (CPI), whichever is less, on local property and school taxes.  A recent political poll conducted by Siena College found that 87% of the public supports such a cap.

A cap on school taxes is vociferously opposed by teachers unions and school boards, whereas municipalities are concerned with the property tax cap without concomitant reductions in state mandates. The Senate responded with passage of S.2707 (Saland), a mandate relief bill that would require any state mandated program imposed on municipalities or school districts, which create any net additional costs, to be funded by the state.

STATE SPENDING CAP

The Senate has also passed legislation [S.1892 (Ranzenhofer)] to propose an amendment to the State Constitution to impose a cap on state spending of 2% over the prior State Fiscal Year or 120% of the CPI, whichever is less.

A separate bill [S.1919 (Zeldin)] was also passed to propose a constitution amendment to require a 2/3 supermajority vote of the Legislature to increase, extend, impose or revive any tax, fee, assessment, surcharge or any other levy or collection.

ENVIRONMENTAL CONSERVATION 

Acting Commissioner of Environmental Conservation Joseph Martens testified before the Joint Legislative Fiscal Committees on the Executive Budget this week, flatly stating the DEC can manage a 10% reduction in state funding by carrying forward personnel cuts already made in the current fiscal year, together with re-examining the Department’s operations to achieve new efficiencies.

Martens pledged to continue to execute DEC’s core mission to protect and preserve the State’s environment, while recognizing that economic development and environmental protection are not incompatible.  Martens specifically noted that Governor Cuomo’s vision is to grow New York’s economy, and to that end DEC will partner with the Empire State Development Corporation (ESDC) to promote economic development.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
Former President and CEO of the NYS Business Council Kenneth Adams, has been appointed by Governor Cuomo to be Commissioner of Economic Development and head of the Empire State Development Corporation (ESDC).  If confirmed by the State Senate, Adams will oversee the State’s economic development policies and programs.

Adams will be joined at ESDC by Patrick Hooker, former Commissioner of Agriculture & Markets.  Hooker will head a new agribusiness division.

PARKS

Governor Cuomo has nominated Rose Harvey as Commissioner of the Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation.  Currently, Harvey is a senior fellow at the Jonathan Rose Companies, where she acts as an advisor and researcher on parks and open space issues. Harvey was also recently a McCluskey Fellow and Lecturer at the Yale School of Forestry and Environmental Studies.

An organization advocating for state parks has pushed for a 1-cent fee on disposable plastic bags at grocery and department stores for deposit in a dedicated fund to support state parks.  Recent testimony by Acting Parks Commissioner Andrew Beers at a public hearing before the Joint State Fiscal Committees on the Governor’s Executive Budget stated that the Office of Parks, Recreation & Historic Preservation can manage a 10% across-the-board cut in State Operating Funds without closing any state parks or historic places in SFY 2011-12.  This may obviate the need for such a fee on plastic bags, and would also avoid the public outcry against last year’s temporary parks closures.

HOUSING AND COMMUNITY RENEWAL

Governor Cuomo has just announced the appointment of Assemblymember Darryl Towns (D-Brooklyn) as Commissioner and CEO of Homes and Community Renewal (HCR).  Under the consolidation of the State’s housing programs the Commissioner also serves as chief executive of the State’s major housing and community renewal agencies, including the Housing Finance Agency and State of New York Mortgage Agency.

Towns currently Chairs the Assembly Banks Committee, so his departure from the Assembly to join the Cuomo Administration will set off another round of Committee dominoes in the State Assembly, as the Speaker fills his now vacant Chair.

COMINGS AND GOINGS

Two former Legislators have recently died.  Both were convicted of felonious dealings while in office.  Former Assemblymember Tony Seminerio (D-Queens), died in prison of heart disease in North Carolina; while former Senator Guy Velella (R-Bronx) succumbed to lung cancer.  

U.S. Representative Christopher Lee (R-NYCD 26), a Western New York Congressman, abruptly resigned his seat, after posting semi-nude pictures of himself on the Internet in answer to a woman’s “lonely-heart” advertisement on Craig’s List.

Lee’s abrupt resignation now has the potential to set off a chain reaction at the State level, if the Governor orders a Special Election to fill the vacancy.  Possible GOP successors include Senator George Maziarz (R-Niagara) and Assemblymember Jane Corwin (R-Erie).  Other Western NY Republicans have been mentioned as well, but all potential candidates must take pause, since NY’s 26th Congressional District may soon be on the chopping block after reapportionment & redistricting by the Legislature.  New York is slated to lose two Congressional Seats due to national population shifts as noted in the just completed federal Decennial Census.

If Maziarz were to leave his Senate seat to run for Congress, this would deprive the Republicans of their current Senate Majority, and would take away their ability to achieve a quorum without Democratic help to conduct Senate Sessions.  It would also cloud the outcome of recent Senate Rules Changes depriving the Lt. Governor of his ability to cast a tie-breaking vote on procedural matters, such as choosing a Senate Majority Leader.  Moreover, the Governor may not feel compelled to call a Special Election to fill Maziarz’s Senate Seat.

Suffice it to say, that things are never dull here in the Empire State.
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