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Broome voters show frustration with status quo

By Nancy Dooling

Staff writers George Basler, Debbie Swartz, Steve Reilly and William Moyer contributed to this story.

November 10, 2011
BINGHAMTON -- Broome County voters are vulnerable, frustrated and feel they are being ignored.

At least that's Debbie Preston's take on what 32,443 voters said Tuesday when they elected her Broome County Executive for one year to fill an unexpired term.

The Republican captured 17,487 votes to Democrat and current Executive Patrick Brennan's 14,956, unofficial tallies indicate. That doesn't include the more than 2,700 absentee ballots that have yet to be counted.

One thing is certain: Preston captured a significant win in almost every Broome municipality outside Binghamton, traditionally a Democratic stronghold, an analysis showed.  As Conklin's supervisor, Preston's natural constituency is the rural parts of Broome, where Republicans dominate.  This time, suburbia voted Republican as well.

"One thing that came out of this election is that the outside areas feel forgotten," Preston said.

A Press & Sun-Bulletin analysis on unofficial election tallies shows Preston won in every municipality except the City of Binghamton and the Village of Port Dickinson.  Brennan handily won Binghamton by slightly more than 1,000 votes, getting 4,271 to Preston's 3,214. But even there, four of 32 districts went to Preston, who lost the Village of Port Dickinson by nine votes.

Residents' concerns in rural, suburban and parts of urban Broome are the same, Preston said. People are worried about the economy, taxes and jobs. Many are still feeling the effects of the September flooding, which displaced thousands and wrecked homes throughout the county.

The former county Republican chairwoman was able to tap into those issues because her life mirrors theirs, she said.  "I understand their needs," said Preston, whose Conklin home was severely damaged by flooding in 2006 and again in September. "I live their needs."

Preston said Tuesday's vote wasn't really about party politics.  "A lot of my supporters were Democrats," Preston said. "The vote went across party lines. People just needed to have a voice."

Meanwhile, Democrats speculate unhappy voters may have just wanted incumbents out of office, regardless of party. Brennan, who was appointed to the position about six months ago, may have been the victim of their frustration.

"It could be a mix of different things," said Broome Democratic Chairman Tony Fiala. "It could be voter resentment. It could be who had a clearer message for the public. It could be the way issues have been handled by elected officials. I can't give you a definite answer."

In hindsight, could Democrats have done anything differently?  Perhaps, the party chairman said, Democrats could have been more vocal about their message.  The party was also fighting against a pattern in politics, where people tire of elected officials and long-term control by both major political parties, Fiala said.  This time, it was the Democrats' turn to take a hit.

"It's an up-and-down fight," Fiala said. "We've been in control for a while. Like anything, people want new, fresh ideas. We are going to be back in the game. I hope very soon."

Binghamton

When Republican Chris Papastrat was going door-to-door on Binghamton's South Side, he asked people what was on their minds.

"They were talking about high taxes, increases in crime, jobs, dissatisfaction with city council and the mayor of the same party," said Papastrat, who on Tuesday took back the City Council seat he held previously from Sean Massey, a one-term Democrat.

Two other Republicans also won, ending a four-year all-Democratic council, but Democrats will still hold a 4-3 majority.  For now, Papastrat said there's no Republican plan to oppose Democratic Mayor Matthew T. Ryan on legislation that benefits the city.

"If the mayor has good legislation, I would vote for him every time," Papastrat said. "I'm not going to vote against him just to vote against him. There has to be give and take. There isn't going to three Republicans against four Democrats. That is not our intent."

That said, the Republican sees pressing issues that must be addressed, including how to pay for damages to the Binghamton-Johnson City Joint Sewage Treatment Plant after flood damage in September and a catastrophic wall collapse in May.

The city needs jobs, but not all economic growth can come from Binghamton University, Papastrat said.

"The university is wonderful," he said. "It provides income to people who work there and money from the students who go there."

Still, it isn't enough. The city needs another anchor store downtown in addition to Boscov's. There's also the issue of crime, said Papastrat, whose Park Diner eatery was recently burglarized.

And there's Ryan's proposed 2012 city budget, which needs to be passed in the next few weeks.

While Papastrat and the other Republicans won't have a say on this budget, they'll need to become familiar with the issues, the city's Democratic mayor said.

Ryan said he hopes the new council recognizes the serious problems the city faces and doesn't let party gridlock take precedence.  Ryan said he plans to meet with all the new council members from both parties to provide information from the last two budgets so they can see what the city is facing.

The city is facing serious issues -- such as the 2 percent property tax cap, and cost pressures -- and officials are going to have to work together to deal with these issues.

"We don't have time for partisan politics," he said.

Vestal

Vestal voters didn't come out in droves, but those who did, made it clear they were looking for something different.  Of the 16,368 registered voters in the town, 29.3 percent came out to vote for current town board member John Schaffer as supervisor. He defeated current Supervisor Pete Andreasen, 2,421 votes to 2,084 votes.

Over the years, Vestal residents have attended board meetings with complaints about taxes and the town-wide reassessment that took place three years ago.  Adding to the money woes are several neighborhoods, like Twin Orchards and Castle Gardens, which experienced significant flood damage in September, displacing residents and potentially lowering property values.

Schaffer had been a vocal opponent of the reassessment, suggesting in 2009 that the town keep the old assessments for an extra year to look into residents' complaints.  Meanwhile, the town has steadily bumped up its tax levy. Officials said that's a result of increased costs associated with pension contributions, fuel and paving materials.  While Schaffer was out of town on business during the 2011 budget vote, he consistently voted against previous budgets, which he said were too high.

He did, however, vote to move forward with a preliminary 2012 budget with a 7.1 percent tax levy increase, which will require a public hearing to overstep the state's 2 percent cap.  Though he voted in favor of the preliminary budget, Schaffer said that was only because it needed to be filed on time.  There is still time to make cuts, which he said he would like to see, including closing the Vestal Museum which would save the town more than $20,000 annually.

Johnson City

The three-way race for two seats on the village board served as a gauge of voter opinion on municipal dissolution, two years after a referendum fell 40 votes short of abolishing the village government. Dissolution continues to generate voter interest in the village.

Johnson City and Endicott are roughly the same size, with about 15,000 residents in Johnson City and 13,000 in Endicott, census data shows.  Both villages had races for trustees, yet, the turnout in Johnson City was twice as high.

John Sullivan, who campaigned on a platform that included reviving the controversial proposal, came out on the losing end to political newcomer Luke Slota and former trustee Bruce King, who both said they want to work on other cost-cutting measures before dissolution is considered. New York's laws on municipal dissolution also give residents the opportunity to start the dissolution process by filing a petition, but Sullivan said he's done playing his part.

"That's for other people to pursue," he said.

The race was also shaped by Mayor Dennis Hannon's announcement that he plans to leave office on Dec. 31 due to personal and family health reasons. King and Slota -- along with incumbents Greg Deemie and Richard Balles -- are expected to have the task of appointing an interim mayor to serve for the duration of 2012.

"As the first of the year approaches we'll see who wants to step up to that position, who would be interested in giving that a shot, and who we as a board decide is good for the job and good for the village," Slota said.

Tioga County

In Tioga County, where only 33 percent of the vote count was available late Tuesday night, a full tally Wednesday showed Republican Richard Huttleston defeated Democrat Daniel Sniezek 422 votes to 172 votes in District 1 of the county legislature.  Updated vote counts Wednesday also showed Gary Howard won the sheriff's race by 4,662 to 1,341 over Corey Relyea.  After all districts were counted, Robert Williams, with 4,127 votes, and Charles Thayer, with 4,004 votes, were the two winners for coroner. John Drake got 1,848 votes.
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