
• • 

NOVEMBER 20. 2009 ROCHESTER BUSINESS JOURNAL I RBJDAILY.COM PAGE 15 

Legis tive lead s' craven s ringworsensbudz t fiSIS
 

J ust pick up a newspaper, listen to the 
radio or TV or start a conversation at 
a party. It seems as if everyone has 

an idea for how to close the state's budget 
gap and control spending. 

Everyone, that is, except the people 
who really should be making their opin­
ions known-the leaders of the New York 
Legislature . 

I'm not talking about Gov. David Pater­
son. Whether you like or dislike his pro­
posal for closing a gap estimated at $3 
billion and growing, at least he deserves 
significant credit for putting ideas out there 
and starting the debate. 

The same can't be said for his counter­
parts, Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver 
and Senate Democratic Conference Leader 
John Sampson. The best they could do is to 
repurpose the governor's proposal without 
substantial context as to the benefit or det­
riment of any of the suggested cuts . Then, 
to further cloud the picture, they scheduled 
public hearings that resulted in only the 
Senate majority producing a plan that relied 
on more revenue raids and no real cuts . 

In other words, they did what we've 
come to expeet from Albany. 

Time and again they. have shown us 
that when we most need our leaders to 
be bold, thoughtful and creative, they re­
vert to playing politics-with the majority 
leaders delaying decisions that might be 
unpopular among special interests. 

Adopt the governor's suggested cuts in 
spending on education? Absolutely not, 
said Senate Finance Chairman Carl Krue­
ger, even before last week's special session. 
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I'm not exactly in favor of midyear cuts ei­
ther, since it's tantamount to shifting costs. 
Towns, villages and schools will only have 
to raise their own taxes to cover the lost state 
aid, so taxpayers get no relief. However, we 
at Unshackle Upstate have suggested that 
they consider holding education spending 
fiat in the next budget, saving $2.2 billion 
and giving the districts time to plan . 

In fact, Uns hackle Upstate identified 
nearly $9 billion cuts that could be made 
in the 2010-II budget. Clearly, there are 
possibilities for enabling our state to live 
within its means. 

Given that they don 't like cuts to edu­
cation, where do the majority leaders of 
the Senate and Assembly think the bud­
get can and should be cut? It is hard to 
say, since the leadership insists on sticking 
with the secretive and roundly criticized 
"three men in a room" approach to budget 
discussions. 

Last week's special session produced 
virtually nothing, so yet another taxpayer­
funded session will be held . As I write this, 
there's a lot of bantering and positioning 
going on, but frankly it 's hard to believe 
that anything meaningful or long-lasting 

will come of it. It seems our leaders are 
more inclined to plug the leaky dike of the 
st.ate budget with chewing gum than they 
are to rebuild the structure and overhaul 
Albany's tax-and-spend habits . 

Remember, these are the same folks who 
insisted, despite strong economic arg u­
ments to the contrary, that raising the per­
sonal income tax on the state's wealthiest 
residents would solve the fiscal problem. 
So what really happene d? The state reports 
that even with the increase, personal in­
come tax collections were down 21 .6 per­
cent through September, with estimates 
$1 .8 billion below expectations. 

For many in Albany, it is still more 

NewYork isburning,butthe 
Legislature's leaders continue 
tofiddle. They lackthepolitical 
courage todo what's necessary 
- cut spending-and voters 
should hold them accountable. 

about creative accounting that lo wer 
spending. This time around there is $100 
mi llion from managing state debt better 
and $150 million from reducing Medic ­
aid fraud . Other one-shots: $350 million 
from turning Battery Park into an asset 
and selling bonds, $250 million from a 
tax amnesty, etc . 

And then there's robbing Peter to pay 
Paul, sweeping up $26 million from the 

Dormitory Authority and $48 million from 
an energy assessment that was supposed 
to be returned but instead will go into the 
general fund so New York can pay bills . 

The whole thing makes no sense . Ac ­
cording to the Division of the Budget, 67 
percent of state-controlled spending goes 
to Medicaid, education and payroll . So 
how is it that the people we have elected as 
stewards are unwilling to take responsibil­
ity and exercise control over how the lion's 
share of taxpayer money is spent? 

How is it that we, the voters, have al­
lowed the demands of so many special 
interest groups to usurp the needs of the 
largest interest group of all, hardworking 
New Yorkers who pay some of the high­
est state and local taxes in the nation and 
desperately need a break? 

Assembly and Senate leaders' lack of 
res ponse to our state's budget problem 
indicates that this is a fiscal crisis created 
by a leadership void . It won 't be easy to 
solve. But the taxpayers ofNew York must 
remember that to solve the leadership cri­
sis, they will have to get engaged and make 
tough choices of their own . 

In November 2010, all 212 seats in both 
houses will be up for re-election. Let your 
legislators know that you demand lead­
ers who will truly lead. Let them know 
that you'll be watching, and that when it 
comes time to vote next November, you'll 
remember who did-and who did not-act 
like a leader. 

Sandra Parker is president and CEO of 
the Roch ester Busin ess Alliance Inc. Con­
tact her at SandyP@RBA /liance. com. 
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