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In Albany, Plan to Cut Pensions Takes Shape; Redistricting Moves Ahead

By THOMAS KAPLAN and JOHN ELIGON

March 14, 2012

ALBANY — Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo and legislative leaders, seeking to limit the impact of soaring pension costs on government budgets, were putting the finishing touches early Thursday on a deal to reduce the retirement benefits promised to new city and state workers in New York. 

The developing agreement, which came despite attacks from labor unions, was part of a policy package that would resolve several of the thorniest issues facing lawmakers this year. Late Wednesday night, the Legislature approved a reconfiguration of the state’s Assembly and Senate districts, and negotiators agreed to the language of a proposed constitutional amendment to legalize casino gambling and the creation of one of the most extensive criminal DNA databases in the nation. 

The pension changes appeared likely to be less drastic than those sought by Mr. Cuomo, applying to fewer employees and saving less money than he had hoped. But any reduction in benefits for future employees would represent a victory for the governor over the state’s public-employee unions, which are enormously powerful in Albany and have been frequent sparring partners for Mr. Cuomo as he has sought to rein in costs. 

The expected pension deal comes as state and local governments around the country take similar steps to reduce retirement costs, often prompting pitched battles with labor unions. 

From 2009 to 2011, 43 states enacted major changes to retirement plans for public employees and teachers, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures. 

“The message is, the traditional package of retirement benefits has become unaffordable,” said Ronald Snell, a senior fellow at the conference. 

Mr. Snell said the deal under discussion in Albany was similar to measures passed in other states, in that it reduced the benefits offered to some public employees instead of overhauling the structure of the pension system itself. 

Mr. Cuomo was said to have significantly scaled back the most contentious portion of his pension proposal, which would have given new public workers the option of forgoing a traditional pension and instead choosing a defined contribution plan, similar to a 401(k). He and lawmakers agreed to offer the defined contribution option, but only to new state workers who earned relatively high salaries and were nonunionized. 

In another concession by Mr. Cuomo, the deal would not make significant changes to the retirement benefits of New York City police officers and firefighters. 

But a senior Cuomo administration official, who spoke on the condition of anonymity because the agreement had not yet been made final, said it would still save about $80 billion for the state and local governments in the next 30 years — including more than $20 billion for New York City — by reducing the benefits promised to new workers. For example, the minimum retirement age for newly hired state employees would increase to 63 from 62. 

Mr. Cuomo’s efforts have infuriated labor leaders. The executive council of the national A.F.L.-C.I.O. condemned his proposal on Wednesday as “unfair to public workers who have already made significant sacrifices.” 

“Instead of cutting pensions for workers,” the council said, “we should focus on ensuring that corporations and the wealthiest New Yorkers are paying their fair share of taxes.” 

As the Legislature and Mr. Cuomo completed negotiations on pensions, they also agreed on the language of a constitutional amendment that would allow full-scale commercial casinos. The state has nine racetrack gambling parlors and five American Indian casinos; the amendment, which would have to be approved by two separately elected legislatures and once by voters, would authorize up to seven Las Vegas-style casinos. 

Lawmakers also began to complete their part of a contentious redistricting compromise with Mr. Cuomo. He had pledged during his campaign for governor not to approve maps unless they were drawn by an independent body, but he has reversed his position because, he said, approval of the maps drawn by the Legislature enabled him to get long-term redistricting reform. 

In exchange for Mr. Cuomo’s approval of the maps, lawmakers agreed to support a constitutional amendment that would create a bipartisan redistricting commission after the 2020 census. In an effort to ensure that the Legislature follows through with its pledge to approve the constitutional amendment two years in a row, Mr. Cuomo has also insisted that it pass a law that would grant the governor greater power over redistricting if the Legislature abandoned the amendment, according to the senior administration official. 

The Assembly and the Senate approved the lawmaker-drawn maps and the constitutional amendment late Wednesday night. The maps approved by the Legislature were for legislative districts only; lawmakers have been unable to agree on how to reduce the number of congressional districts in the state to 27, from 29, and appear to have left that task to a federal court. 

Mr. Cuomo’s compromise on legislative redistricting drew criticism from Senate Democrats, who walked out of the chamber en masse rather than participate in the vote, held just before midnight. Government watchdog groups have pressed the governor to veto the maps, which they described as gerrymandered to protect incumbents and as unfair to minority voters. 

The DNA database expansion was resolved more amicably. The state now collects DNA from all convicted felons and some misdemeanants. The new pact will allow it to collect samples from anyone convicted of a crime. 

The legislation also attempts to address concerns raised by defense lawyers about wrongful convictions. It allows people convicted of a crime to petition a judge to force the prosecution to turn over all evidence from the case. And it permits defendants to ask a judge to allow testing of DNA samples from that evidence against the state’s database. 

Also, people convicted of misdemeanor marijuana possession will not have to give a DNA sample if they have no prior criminal record. 
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