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Commentary

Pension cut — at what cost to Cuomo?

As labor leaders vent their anger, can the governor placate them, or will his plan hurt his ambitions?

By Tom Precious 

Updated: March 16, 2012, 2:02 PM 

ALBANY -- Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo can boast of saving taxpayers money in the future with a new law cutting pension benefits for future government workers. But it comes at a potentially big expense for someone who has national political ambitions.

While Cuomo portrayed the pension deal as a victory for taxpayers across the state, his relations only worsened with an important wing of the state and national Democratic Party: public employee unions.

Hours after the governor got lawmakers to go along with a plan to reduce the pension benefits of future state and local government workers by $80 billion over 30 years, several powerful labor leaders were huddling over how to extract revenge not just on the governor, but also on the majority parties in the Senate and Assembly in elections this fall.

New ads bashing the governor went on the air Thursday as union activists shouted their displeasure in a noontime rally at a park outside Cuomo's office. Even the executive board of the AFL-CIO in Washington, which rarely ventures into state matters, jumped into the fray.

Questions arise for the governor.  Can he, in the next couple of years, win back the union support through some as-yet-unknown concessions?  Or is there a benefit for him to be taking on public employees at a time when private-sector employees have had to endure their own pocketbook issues at the workplace?

"I think he is making a tactical mistake," said Mary Sullivan, executive vice president of the Civil Service Employees Association, the 265,000-member public employee union in New York.  "I think he thinks people have short memories and that in two years when he wants to start running for president, which I understand is his goal, that we will all forget, that we will all have amnesia and get on the bandwagon for him," she said.

Spending watchdogs, though, say the unions are out of touch with voter sentiment on the issue of public employee benefits.

"If they're saying it's damaging to the governor or people who voted for him, in this case it's about the math and the unassailable fact of the growth of pension costs to local governments and school districts. It's just a compelling argument, and people in local communities feel that and understood it," said Carol Kellermann, president of the Citizens Budget Commission, a business-funded group that advocates for lower government spending.

While critics say labor unions have gotten their way far more often in Albany over the years, public employees have seen a trend of attacks that have left labor leaders having to defend their losses with angry members.

A few years ago, former Gov. David A. Paterson pushed through pension benefit reductions. Last year, Cuomo negotiated salary freezes and other concessions with CSEA and the state's other unions.

And on Thursday, despite a virtual army of lobbyists from the top unions, lawmakers pushed through a reworked version of Cuomo's pension bill. Even advocates of the measure said it included only relatively modest concessions affecting only future public employees.

The union anger Thursday was focused on Cuomo, but labor leaders were insistent that they felt sold out by the Democratic-led Assembly and GOP-controlled Senate. Union activists said lawmakers buckled to linkages between the pension and other bills that passed and incumbent-friendly legislation redrawing legislative district lines for the next decade. Cuomo signed the redistricting bill into law Thursday.

"The bottom line is that local government property taxpayers just needed some sort of relief -- so I think they just have to understand, you know, tough decision, but it was the right decision for taxpayers," Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos said of the union complaints.

Sen. Thomas Libous, a Binghamton Republican, acknowledged relations with labor and the Senate GOP were "maybe a little strained."  "We've always had a great working relationship. Maybe for a few weeks people will be upset, but at the end of the day we want to work with them, and I know they'll want to work with us," said the Senate's deputy majority leader.

Union leaders were poking not just at Cuomo's 2014 re-election, but his 2016 presumed presidential ambitions, noting that the pension measure attracted the attention of the executive board of the AFL-CIO in Washington.  "He doesn't seem to realize we have a lot of members and a long memory," said one union official who spoke on condition of anonymity.

One political observer said Cuomo's union stance can play in New York to appeal to centrist voters, especially when private-sector union employees have been making concessions for several years during the down economy. But for national ambitions, it can be a "delicate balance" for Cuomo, said James Campbell, a political scientist at the University at Buffalo.

"It all depends on how far he goes. You don't want to upset your base," he said of the left-leaning core of the Democratic Party. "But you want to reach out to the middle. In capturing the presidential nomination, it's extremely important that the base approves or at least finds you acceptable, as [GOP presidential candidate] Mitt Romney is finding out."

Cuomo said the unions should not have been surprised by the new pension bill. In a session in his office with reporters Thursday, the governor noted he ran in 2010 on a platform of lowering pension costs.  "The public employee unions said we can't support you if you're going to do the pension reform. So the public employees didn't support me in my campaign," he said.

Cuomo dismissed talk of a political benefit for him in going up against public employee unions. "There's been no calibration or calculus," he said.  Indeed, Cuomo said his pension plan is government worker-friendly because the alternative to lowering pensions for future workers would have been layoffs of current state and local workers across the state.

But Sullivan, the CSEA official, said, "There are laws in this state against bullying. Unfortunately, the governor hasn't read them."

No Senate Democrat voted for the pension bill, though only five Democrats actually voted because of a protest walkout by the Democrats around midnight over debate rules involving a redistricting bill. The pension bill passed 32-5 in the 62-member Senate and 92-46 in the Assembly.

"I think working families will be heard loud and clear this November that stripping someone's future retirement away and their future family security is not in the best interests of the people of New York," said Sen. Tim Kennedy, a Buffalo Democrat.

In Albany on Thursday, labor activists were wondering how they were handed another in a series of setbacks in recent years. "The governor had an agenda, and he was able to push it through," said State AFL-CIO President Mario Cilento when asked to explain the latest defeat.

When asked if this is a trend for labor in Albany, he said, "It's unfortunate. Whether it's a trend or not remains to be seen. We're going to do our best to stop it right here and now."
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