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Cuomo offers dual plan for job creation

By Tom Precious 

Updated: December 4, 2011, 10:43 PM 

ALBANY -- With the state's deficit worsening, Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo said he wants the Legislature to act quickly on a job-creation effort, which he said should include a massive program of bridge and road construction and an expansion of full-blown, Las Vegas-style casinos across the state.

The governor declined to provide details, including whether he now supports -- after more than a year of his own strenuous opposition -- an increase in taxes on wealthy New Yorkers.

Cuomo released a statement -- which his office labeled an "op-ed" -- Sunday afternoon saying the state has a job-creation crisis.  Release of the outlines of the governor's agenda comes as Assembly Democrats are set to meet in the Capitol on Tuesday afternoon, followed by a meeting of Senate Republicans the next day. Whether the two houses meet in any sort of special session this week will depend on what kind of deals can be cut in the next 48 hours.

The governor said a "serious" investment in the state's roads and bridges must be made. He has not said which projects -- besides a bridge spanning the Hudson River downstate -- should be funded, nor specifically where the money would be found.  Cuomo proposes creation of a "New York Works Initiative -- an infrastructure fund -- that will finance the repair and development of highways, bridges and major construction projects."

The governor described his funding plan as an "innovative public-private" partnership. One idea he has previously floated is to tap into the pension systems of private unions, which presumably would end up with some sort of job and wage guarantees on the major construction projects.

Cuomo said the state should proceed with a second round of funding job-creation efforts through regional councils. Thursday, his administration will announce which four of 10 regional councils will be getting $40 million apiece for region-specific economic development.

For months, the governor has suggested that his administration would welcome an expansion of gambling -- an idea tapped into by previous governors during down economies.   After the 2001 terrorist attacks, the state turned to casino gambling at racetracks. In other times, the state has dramatically expanded the New York Lottery, or in the case of Western New York, backed the creation of three Seneca Nation of Indians casinos.

Cuomo said his gambling plan would recognize "the reality that New York is already in the gaming business." He said providing more gambling would promote jobs "and recapture revenue that is currently being lost to other states."  Such a change to Las Vegas-style casinos at non-Indian facilities would require a change in the State Constitution. That requires two successive legislative sessions to approve the idea and a referendum. The earliest a statewide vote could occur would be November 2013.

Cuomo also said a new state effort must be made to help inner-city youth, who he said are facing unemployment rates of up to 40 percent.  "This is a crisis within a crisis," he said. His plan called for job training and placement, and tax credits for employers who hire and train inner-city youth.  The governor did not say how he would fund the program. The state is facing a $350 million deficit this year and up to $3.5 billion in the 2012-13 fiscal year beginning April 1.

Cuomo administration officials would not say whether they envisioned the Legislature taking up one more or more of the governor's items this week.

The governor did not address an income tax increase on the wealthy, an idea he did not rule out last week after saying repeatedly for months that would lose residents if the rich were hit with a levy increase.

"We should pursue comprehensive reform of our tax code to make it fair, affordable and one that incentivizes economic growth," he said Sunday.

Cuomo is apparently trying to get the Legislature to knock off some controversial items in December before a new legislative session starts in January -- one that again will feature fights over closing the deficit against a backdrop of all 211 legislative districts being redrawn as part of the once-a-decade redistricting process.

Scott Reif, a spokesman for the Republican-led Senate, said GOP lawmakers will meet Wednesday "to discuss a number of issues, including our commitment to cutting taxes to create new private-sector jobs."

No one was willing to commit Sunday to a session this week by the two houses.
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