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Senate: Politics, policy push change

Republican majority finds advantages in supporting a new state tax code

By JIMMY VIELKIND

December 8, 2011

ALBANY — Lower taxes. Smaller government. Less spending.

In six words, it's the heart of the Republican philosophy, and has been repeated so often by aides to Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos that it's written on a wall in their office.

In 2009, the Senate Republicans voted unanimously against a $4 billion-a-year surcharge on New Yorkers earning over $200,000 a year. They fought tooth and nail earlier this year to prevent its renewal in the current budget. But Wednesday, a deal passed 55-0 with all 32 Republicans joining Democrats to reinstate half of it, leaving most of the current surcharge on millionaires while trimming tax rates for New Yorkers making between $20,000 and $200,000.

Their action has divided Republicans and some of their traditional allies. Conservatives have called it a tax hike. But because the new rates are slightly lower than the expiring ones, Senate Republicans and Gov. Andrew Cuomo are spinning the restructuring as a tax cut.

"I just see it as a reduction," Skelos said Wednesday.

Acrobatic, sure. But a necessary political calculation: The Republicans' immediate concern is maintaining their bare majority in the 62-seat chamber. They are enabled by several key factors:

"Lower taxes, smaller government, less spending." Because lawmakers were rushed back to the Capitol before the 2009 surcharge expires at the end of the month, they can correctly point out that tax rates are falling.

Cover from the governor. The vote doesn't put much daylight between the Democratic and Republican positions because the GOP is somersaulting along with a governor whose approval rating tops 70 percent in polls. Cuomo gets to take the mantle of a bipartisan leader who makes things function, and the Republicans hope he'll remember their flexibility in the run-up to November's elections.

Sweeteners. The tax restructuring bill included other items specifically designed to gain support of Senate Republicans: $50 million to help flood-ravaged upstate communities, and $250 million in relief for small businesses and private schools from a payroll tax that funds the Metropolitan Transit Authority.

Support from the business community. Cuomo has assiduously put business leaders in his corner and earned goodwill that led several, including the Long Island Association, to issue statements of support. LIA President Kevin Law said the board met Wednesday morning, and the reviews were positive. There are nine Republican senators from Long Island — including Skelos.

"I've had discussions with a lot of them over the last several weeks on economic development issues as well as the state's fiscal condition. Just like we can't expect our political leaders to just say no to everything and never compromise, the business community has to keep an open mind as well," Law said. "To the extent that helped give them a comfort level, that's fine."

It clearly meant something to Sen. Hugh Farley, R-Niskayuna, as he explained his yes vote. "This bill has the support of the Business Council and the Farm Bureau!," he said. "Everything weighed together. ... It's a brilliant piece of legislation."

Demographic realities. "What you have to keep in mind about suburban Republicans is, whatever their rhetoric is, during a campaign or especially a primary, they are essentially moderate," said Lawrence Levy, executive dean of the National Center for Suburban Studies at Hofstra University. "And the key to winning in places that are becoming essentially fair-fight or leaning-Democratic districts is to appeal to swing voters, and suburban swing voters are not anti-government."

Even more simply, there are more non-millionaires than millionaires, which is why polls have shown anywhere from two-thirds to three-quarters of voters support higher rates for top earners.

"Probably 99.9 percent of the people in my district are going to see a tax cut," said Sen. Tom Libous, R-Binghamton, the conference's deputy leader. "We're against taxes that are unfair. ... This is fairness."

It's unclear what consequence their move will have in next year's elections. Some analysts have suggested Skelos might receive breathing room from Cuomo in the upcoming legislative redistricting process. With this vote, they can blunt attacks by Democrats for sticking up for tax cuts for the wealthy. The conference has already removed same-sex marriage as a voting issue by allowing it to make it to the Senate floor, where it passed (with four Republican votes) in June.

But this move will be seen by a betrayal by some, including Conservative Party Chairman Mike Long, who suggested the Republicans' "mistake" could cost some legislators his line, which provides a vote cushion.

Further complicating things are the positions of people like Assembly Minority Leader Brian Kolb, R-Canandaigua, who voted against the bill because it doesn't restrain government spending.

"I get the politics," Kolb said of the Senate GOP's bargain, "but I think it's bad policy."
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