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Editorial
There's work to do in Albany

March 15, 2012

It is non-hoops March madness in Albany, which explains the jockeying for position, the tortured backflips, and the giant inflatable pig. The regrettable aspect of this for New Yorkers: Among all the protagonists, it is perhaps the pig that is best and most easily understood.

This round of madness concerns the rush by lawmakers to wrap up important business. They face tight deadlines to complete, among other things, a new state budget and to redraw representative districts.

The dawning truth Wednesday was that these important matters, and a host of others — from expanding the state’s DNA database to raising the minimum wage — have increasingly become fused together. That isn’t necessarily a good thing.

A case in point is redistricting. For more than a year, government watchdog groups have been pressing Gov. Andrew Cuomo and legislators to give no quarter on legislative boundaries; their prescription, codified in countless pledges to voters and championed in innumerable news conferences and editorials, has been to insist on independent, nonpartisan redistricting — antidote for the craven, incumbent- and majority-driven map-making the Legislature does best.

But as lawmakers considered overly partisan proposals for district lines Wednesday, the dominant discussion concerned what compromise or policy swap the governor would accept in exchange for dropping opposition to the partisan plans.

An unsatisfying solution gaining steam: letting lawmakers have their way — once again — in exchange for independent redistricting in 2022.

We liked the idea of a Cuomo veto better. There remains no good reason to settle for anything less than fairly drawn, constitutionally sound lines.

Other contortions concern the next budget and pension reform. Cuomo has been pushing a new, money-saving pension system for future government workers — to the disappointment of public employee unions, who see the proposed Tier VI pension as an unacceptable assault on their pocketbooks and the middle class.

Cuomo has said there will be no state budget without an accord on pensions. He also signaled a willingness for compromise, including by dropping a proposed 401(k)-style pension for new workers.
The latter strategy, while preserving other pension fixes, seemed preferable to the brinkmanship Cuomo at first suggested was in the offing: He threatened, we think imprudently, to enact his pension changes via a complicated, piecemeal maneuver that would have forced lawmakers to chose between shutting down the government or accepting his pension cuts. Cuomo and the Legislature proved during a highly successful 2011 session that they could work together on hard problems, without resorting to such antagonism. It is too soon to abandon that course.

Public employees protesting this week in an effort to shift the attention elsewhere used a giant inflatable pig to make the point that neither they nor their pensions were the cause of New York’s fiscal woes. They point the finger at Wall Street and the financial collapse.

Their argument gained a high-profile ally this week: a former Goldman Sachs executive whose scathing op-ed about the bank, published Wednesday in The New York Times, went viral. Surely, Wall Street remains a worthy target, but some problems, pensions included, can only be fixed by Albany.

Legislators should be primed to act, no matter how much madness intervenes.
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