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· 2008-2009 POLITICAL OUTLOOK

The 2008 Regular Legislative Session ended nearly on time on June 24, 2008, after what proved to be one of the weirdest political years in Albany’s checkered history.

Only one of the four statewide officials elected to his post now remains in office:  Democratic Attorney General Andrew Cuomo.

Former Democratic State Comptroller Alan Hevesi, reelected in 2006, resigned from office in a felony plea bargain with Albany County District Attorney David Soares, the wake of the “Chauffeurgate” scandal that proved Hevesi had been using state employees as private chauffeurs and assistants for his ailing wife.

Hevesi was replaced by Assemblymember Thomas DiNapoli (D-Nassau), elected by the Legislature sitting as a “Committee of the Whole” to fill-out the remainder of the State Comptroller’s term.

Then a truly seismic shockwave hit the State Capitol in March 2008, when federal law enforcement officials confirmed media reports that Governor Eliot Spitzer was indeed “Client 9” of the Emperor’s Club VIP prostitution ring.  Under the glare of klieg lights on his decade-long call girl habit, Spitzer wisely resigned from office.

Democratic Lt. Governor David Paterson was sworn-in as New York’s 55th Governor on March 17, 2008.  Paterson is New York’s first African-American, as well as legally blind governor.  Paterson himself survived a rocky start in the first weeks of his governorship, by admitting to several extra-marital affairs while Senate Minority Leader, as well as having dabbled in certain controlled substances during college.  The Governor has since settled into office, successfully negotiating an on-time state budget with the State Legislature, as well as coming to terms on a number of programmatic bills at the end of the Regular Legislative Session.

Meanwhile, on the last day of the Regular Session, longtime Republican Senate Majority Leader Joseph Bruno (R-Rensselaer), announced that he would step-down as leader in favor of his Deputy Majority Leader, Senator Dean Skelos (R-Nassau).  This bloodless secession was ratified on the floor of the Senate, with Senator Thomas Libous (R-Broome), being appointed Deputy Majority Leader.  Bruno has since resigned from the Senate totally, leaving his 43rd Senate District vacant until the general election this fall.  This has reduced the Republican Senate Majority to a bare 31-30, with Bruno’s seat now vacant.

While Republican Sen. Mary Lou Rath (R-Erie), had earlier indicated that she would not seek reelection this fall in her 61st Senate District, the balance of 30 incumbent Republican Senators will be running for reelection.

Obviously, political control of the Senate is up for grabs this fall, with the GOP’s 40+ year rule in serious jeopardy.  The Democrats were last in control of the State Senate in 1965, for one year.  The very real prospect of taking over the majority in November has Senate Minority Leader Malcolm Smith (D-Queens) and his Democratic Senate colleagues jumping for joy. 

In the State Assembly, by contrast, Speaker Sheldon Silver (D-Manhattan) continues to preside over his ever-expanding Democratic Assembly Majority, which currently stands at 104-42, with four vacancies.  A.D. 34 in Queens is vacant, by reason of the resignation of Assemblymember Ivan Lafayette to join the NYS Insurance Department.  A.D. 40 in Brooklyn is vacant, by reason of the felony conviction of Assemblymember Diane Gordon for negotiating a bribe from a developer in exchange for political favors.  A.D. 86 in the Bronx is vacant, by reason of the resignation of Assemblymember Luis Diaz to become Director of Intergovernmental Affairs to Governor Paterson.  A.D. 118 in Watertown is vacant by reason of the election of Assemblymember Darrel Aubertine to the State Senate, to replace former Senator James Wright, who had resigned to become a lobbyist.  Assemblymember Roy McDonald (R-Saratoga) will not run for reelection in A.D. 112, since he will try to succeed former Senator Joe Bruno in S.D. 43.  

Assembly Minority Leader James Tedisco (R-Schenectady) took some political solace in the fact that his Conference won back Democratic A.D. 105 in Amsterdam, when Republican George Amedore won the open seat vacated by Democratic Assemblymember Paul Tonko who resigned to head the NYS Energy Research & Development Authority.  Tonko then resigned from NYSERDA to run for the 21st Congressional District, vacant by reason of the retirement of Democratic Congressman Michael McNulty.

· TROOPERGATE

Even thought the two chief political protagonists that factored prominently into the “Troopergate” scandal:  former Governor Eliot Spitzer and former Senate Majority Leader Joseph Bruno, have both resigned from public service, the saga continues.

One of the several investigations into the alleged plot by the Spitzer Administration to use the State Police to spy upon and politically discredit Bruno with negative publicity, surrounding his use of state helicopters and police cars to attend political fundraisers in NYC, has just concluded. The NYS Commission on Public Integrity, successor to the State Ethics Commission and State Lobbying Commission, has released a report that finds that several senior aides to former Governor Eliot Spitzer, including then Secretary to the Governor, Richard Baum, then Communications Director Darren Dopp, then Assistant Secretary for Homeland Security, William Howard and then Acting Superintendent of State Police Preston Felton, violated the Public Officers Law for their roles.  http://www.nyintegrity.org/pubs/2008/072408_press.html
Baum and Howard have pleaded guilty, while Dopp and Felton continue to fight the charges.  Lobbying firm Patricia Lynch Associates now employs Dopp.  Felton “retired” from the State Police earlier this year under pressure from the Paterson Administration.

To add to the intrigue, Albany County District Attorney David Soares has recently charged that the Executive Director of the Public Integrity Commission, Herbert Teitelbaum, a Spitzer appointee, interfered with his investigation by leaking information to Darren Dopp, while Dopp was still employed by the Governor’s Office.  Meanwhile, Governor Paterson apparently would like the whole thing to go away, especially in view of a possible cover-up by Teitelbaum.  There have been reports that both Teitelbaum and Commission Chair John Feerick may soon be removed from office.

· SENATE-ONLY SPECIAL SESSION CALLED FOR AUGUST 8, 2008

Newly elected GOP Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos (R-Nassau), will bring the Senate into Special Session on Friday, August 8, 2008.  On the agenda will be consideration of legislation to place caps on local school property taxes, which are particularly high on Long Island, presenting a thorny political problem on the Senate Leader’s home turf.  Passage of a 4% cap on annual school tax increases is likely, and is politically popular in most polls, after being suggested by Nassau County Executive Thomas Suozzi’s Real Property Tax Commission and also embraced by Governor David Paterson.

The Senate will reportedly consider a number of other measures designed to relieve local school districts from certain state mandates and guarantee a minimum amount of school aid.

The Democratic Senate Minority is expected to proffer a different slant on school property tax relief, by offering competing legislation which would introduce a “circuit breaker” that would limit school tax bills based upon a taxpayer’s overall ability to pay.  Democrats in both the Senate and Assembly are also known to support the labor-dominated Working Families Party idea of “taxing the wealthy,” by imposing personal income tax increases on persons making over $250,000 to $1 million per annum.

· NEW YORK STATE MID-YEAR BUDGET WOES TO BE SUBJECT OF SPECIAL SESSION ON AUGUST 19, 2008

Governor David Paterson made a rare, live televised report to the People, detailing the extreme nature of the current economic downturn on New York State revenues.  The Governor is projecting a $630 million gap in the current State Fiscal Year (SFY) 2008-2009, as well as a budget deficit for SFY 2009-2010 of $6.4 billion.  The projected three-year cumulative state budget deficit has now ballooned to $26.2 billion.  

Much of these projections are the result of the precipitous decline in expected Wall Street financial service earnings, which account for some 20% of total state revenues.  For example, revenues received in June from the 16 largest New York banks are off fully 97%, for the same period of a year ago (e.g., $5 million collected as against $173 million last year).

The Governor is expected to request his state agency heads to slash an additional 7% from their spending plans, in addition to the 3.35% reductions already put in place in May.  Paterson suggested that in order to deal with the state’s dire fiscal straits other, more drastic measures may be necessary, including a 2% across-the-board reduction in local assistance grants, a hard hiring freeze in the state workforce with possible state layoffs, and public-private “partnerships” to operate and maintain state assets such as highways and bridges.  

Governor Paterson has summoned the Legislature back from its “vacation” for a Special Session on Tuesday, August 19, 2008, to consider mid-year corrections in state spending.  The Governor threw some sops to Legislative Leaders when he said that school property tax relief should also be considered (the #1 priority of GOP Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos), as well as the high cost of home heating oil (important to Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver).

Here’s a link to the Governor’s Press Release:  http://www.state.ny.us/governor/press/press_0729081_print.html
Some political pundits have opined that Governor Paterson is attempting to marshal public opinion behind him, as he attempts to wrap himself in the mantle of a fiscal reformer.  Paterson is being compared to former Democratic Governor Hugh Carey who successfully confronted a similar New York economic crisis during the 1970s, famously declaring that “the days of wine and roses” were over.

Paterson is also looking to avoid a potentially bruising Democratic Primary with Attorney General Andrew Cuomo and/or Nassau County Executive Thomas Suozzi, while former Republican NYC Mayor Rudy Giuliani is possibly considering a run for Governor in 2010, as is current Independent NYC Mayor Michael Bloomberg, who is term-limited from running for reelection when his second term ends in 2009.
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