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Republicans to hold two-thirds majority in Onondaga County Legislature

By Rick Moriarty/The Post-Standard 

November 10, 2011, 9:49 AM

The strong showing of Republicans in Onondaga County Legislatureraces on Tuesday is bad news for Democrats, but it’s not necessarily good news for the Republican county executive, Joanie Mahoney.

Republicans grabbed what appears to be a 13-4 majority in the Legislature. The final tally will not be known until next week because the margins of victory for two Republican candidates were less than the number of absentee ballots still to be counted.

But even if Republicans wind up losing one of those races, they will still have a veto-proof majority in the Legislature.

Flush with success Wednesday, several even boasted to Mahoney about their new-found power.

“It’s really just unabashed,” Mahoney said. “They’ve been telling me how great it’s going to be to have a veto-proof majority. I don’t know if any of them are stopping and thinking about where the vetoes might come from.”

Actually, many Republican legislators have been thinking about it — a lot. Their new-found strength lies in their increased bargaining position with Mahoney — and they know it.

Legislator Kevin Holmquist, R-Manlius, who won re-election even though Mahoney publicly made it clear she wanted to see him lose, said a veto-proof majority will strengthen the hand of the Republican legislative caucus when it comes to setting county policies and establishing budgets because, if members act in unison, they will no longer need Democratic votes to override a veto by Mahoney.

“I couldn’t be more excited about that,” said Holmquist, who has battled Mahoney on several issues.

Republicans currently hold a 12-7 majority in the Legislature, which will shrink by two members on Jan. 1 because of redistricting. They have been able to pass whatever they want when they unite. But overriding vetoes requires a two-thirds majority — currently 13 votes — which means they have needed at least one Democrat to vote with them.

Starting Jan. 1, the Legislature will need only 12 votes to override a veto.

The Republicans will have 13 seats in 2012 if two Republican candidates — 4th District Legislator Judy Tassone and East Syracuse Mayor Danny Liedka, who is seeking the 7th District seat — stay ahead in their races after absentee ballots are counted.

Mahoney has used her veto power more than previous county executives. Last year, she infuriated her fellow Republicans when she issued 11 vetoes, blocking $24 million of the $45 million in changes that Republican legislators made to her 2011 county spending plan. Those changes would have lessened county property tax increases in suburban towns by, among other things, tapping the county’s reserves.

With no support from the Legislature’s Democrats, who primarily represent districts in the city of Syracuse, Republicans were unable to override Mahoney’s vetoes.

“All 13 of us want to work with the county executive,” said Holmquist. “We’ve tried and tried to do that, but we weren’t in a position of strength before because she could work with the Democrats and pass giant double-digit tax increases in the burbs. Now, we have more leverage.”

Legislator Casey Jordan, R-Clay, chairman of the Legislature’s Ways & Means Committee, said he is looking forward to being able to pass budgets without worrying about a county executive veto.

“We don’t have to rely upon cutting a deal, so to speak, or getting votes from the other side of the aisle,” he said.

Democratic floor leader Mark Stanczyk, the longest serving member of the Legislature, has no doubts that Republican lawmakers will wield their new powers.

“The natural job of the county executive is to try to expand powers, and obviously not having the same threat of a veto is a diminishment of power,” he said.

Mahoney, though, said she does not expect the same budget clashes that led to her vetoes last year — vetoes she has said were necessary to maintain a healthy financial reserve. She has said the sharp tax increases in many suburban communities were the result of changes in the county’s sales tax revenue sharing formula, changes she proposed and the Legislature backed on a unanimous vote.

“I think the real contentious budgets are behind us, and I don’t anticipate that that will play a role,” she said. “I’m looking forward to Jan. 1 and this new Legislature.” 
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