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During sunshine week, a clouded rush of bills in Albany

By BRIAN AMARAL

MARCH 17, 2012

The past week in state government was billed as Sunshine Week — a time to highlight efforts to make government more open and accountable.

But a flurry of legislation late Wednesday night and early Thursday morning was a storm cloud that hung over the process, obscuring the public’s view of the state’s work and calling into question promises of transparency, critics charge.

“Ironic, isn’t it?” said Barbara G. Bartoletti of the League of Women Voters. “Sunshine Week or not, if you ask 150 Assembly members and 62 senators — or, soon, 63 — they wouldn’t have known it was Sunshine Week. We did.”

Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo, who led the charge on the blockbuster activity, defended the process — or, rather, said it didn’t really matter as long as the product is strong.

“Government is about action,” Mr. Cuomo said, according to a New York Times account of a radio interview on Thursday. “It’s not a debating society.”

Indeed, there was much action Wednesday night and Thursday morning. The Legislature passed not one, but two constitutional amendments, major changes to the state’s retirement system, an expansion of its DNA databank and a redistricting bill that shifted district lines for state lawmakers.

And most of the action didn’t take place until after midnight, with debate in the Assembly lasting until 7:30 a.m. — a marathon session that tested the bounds of their ability to stay awake, members of the Assembly said.

“I thought if I sat down, I might fall asleep,” said Assemblyman Kenneth D. Blankenbush, who walked the halls of the Capitol to stay alert.

Mr. Blankenbush, R-Black River, said he has concerns about the ways the bills were passed.

“This system and what just happened was just not called for,” he said.

The lawmakers were dealing with a compressed time frame on redistricting because they didn’t want a state judge getting involved, which may have happened if they had waited any longer.

And the redistricting issue was the glue for all the issues being debated, proving the age-old Albany maxim: Nothing is done until everything is done.

No north country lawmaker could say that they read the entirety of any of the bills. Instead, they counted on briefings from their party’s leadership to make their decisions on many matters.

“I was able to go through most of the Tier VI bill,” said Assemblywoman Addie J. Russell, D-Theresa. “I did that to ensure, because that one was done really at the last minute, that the provisions that had been discussed in our conference were those that were in the bill.”

State Sen. Patricia A. Ritchie, R-Heuvelton, agreed with Mr. Cuomo on whether the process of passing the bills conformed to high transparency standards.

“Everything was out in the open for weeks,” she said. “I personally think it’s more important to get the job done and do the people’s business. If it means staying all night, so be it.”

State Sen. Joseph A. Griffo differed from his Republican colleague, saying, “I absolutely don’t like the way the bills were passed.”

“A summary of the Senate budget is 40 pages,” said Mr. Griffo, R-Rome. “That’s just the summary. The actual budget resolution is hundreds and hundreds of pages. You rely on staff to assist you.”

Ms. Bartoletti noted that the late-night passage of these bills was an age-old story in Albany. This time, there’s a new main character in Mr. Cuomo, who campaigned on promises of transparency.

“When it all comes down to it, Albany is Albany,”she said.

Asked whether Mr. Cuomo was living up to his promises, Ms. Bartoletti said: “I think what we need to do is to put constant pressure, whether they be legislators or the governor, to improve the transparency and openness with which government is supposed to function.”

That was on display Wednesday night, after state police — conforming to standard operating procedure — locked the Capitol doors at 7 p.m. Ms. Bartoletti brought the issue to the attention of a reporter and the governor’s staff, and soon enough, an entrance on State Street was opened.

“If you bring certain openness to their attention, they understand,” she said. “As far as the workings of the Legislature, I think the governor is intent on moving forward an agenda. Sometimes we need to be constantly reminding all of our elected officials that government works best in the sunshine.”  
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