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State leaders look to beat budget deadline

Recent agreements help speed process

Jon Campbell 

March 20, 2012

ALBANY -- A late-night session of classic Albany deal-making last week cleared the way for an on-time -- or even early -- state budget, legislative leaders said Monday.

Last week's set of agreements wiped out several of the more contentious issues facing state lawmakers, including pension reform, expanding the state's DNA Databank and New York's once-a-decade redistricting process.

Now, lawmakers said they're focused on beating a March 31 deadline for getting the state budget into place. 

The state's new fiscal year begins April 1.

"I think the framework of the budget will be completed this week," said Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos, R-Nassau County. "We still have our conference committees going, but I do believe we're going to have an early budget the week after."

The chances of an on-time budget got another boost Monday when Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver, D-Manhattan, said he wouldn't attempt to tie an increase in the state's minimum wage to budget negotiations. Silver's minimum wage bill, which would increase the hourly rate from $7.25 to $8.50, has received sharp opposition from the Republican-led Senate.

"No, I don't see it as part of the budget discussion," Silver said. "I see it as part of the substantive discussion before this legislative session is over (in June)."

Lawmakers from both the Senate and Assembly are in the process of holding joint meetings to discuss where they are on several key budgetary topics, such as education aid and health care spending. Gov. Andrew Cuomo has proposed a budget that totals about $132.5 billion.

Skelos said there are no "major obstacles" in reaching a budget deal with the Assembly and Cuomo. The governor had insisted that a less-generous tier of retirement benefits for new workers be included in a final budget agreement, but that issue was satisfied as part of last week's deal-making.

Still, lawmakers and Cuomo have yet to come to an agreement on how to distribute a proposed 4 percent increase in education aid -- about $805 million. Rural and high-needs school districts argue that they have been hit harder by recent cuts to education spending, and are looking for the aid increase to be distributed in a way that reflects that.

Other outstanding issues include the implementation of a health care exchange to comply with the federal Affordable Care Act, and a proposal from Cuomo to reform the state's oft-criticized campaign-finance system.

"I don't think there are major obstacles," Skelos said. "I think it's a matter of just deciding on the formula with the school aid, different issues like that that are just normal."

A coalition of education, fiscal, labor and environmental groups came together Monday to propose a "counter-budget," which they said would take steps to address issues negatively affecting the middle class, such as corporate tax loopholes.

The groups also took issue with a clause in Cuomo's proposed budget that would allow him to transfer funds between state agencies without legislative approval after a final budget deal is reached. Cuomo said the language would cut down on inefficiencies in the budgetary process.

"While he may have good intentions, Governor Cuomo's transfer language in his budget proposal essentially reduces to one -- Governor Cuomo -- the number of people with meaningful oversight of decisions regarding the use of taxpayer money," said Alison Jenkins, fiscal policy program director for Environmental Advocates of New York.

Silver said the "transfer language" has to be changed to reach a final budget agreement.

"It's something that's being discussed between the governor and both houses of the Legislature, and there has to be a modification to that language, we believe," Silver said.
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