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Countdown to extinction?; 

Paterson and Albany legislators don't have a lot of time to convince New Yorkers that the state has a plan for a sustainable economic future

There's no official marker to herald the closing swarm of special interests to Albany. But rest assured, the season is upon us. Lawmakers have a little more than two weeks to deal with a flood of bills - there are 98 pension-sweetening measures for civil servants alone - that could result in more costly government.

The public is immensely cynical about state government - what with Albany passing the biggest state budget on record this year, and adding taxes to things like utility bills, beer and wine, and vehicle ownership. Not to mention socking commuters with higher train and subway fares, and eliminating STAR rebate checks.

As lawmakers anticipate a summer with recession-weary residents stewing in their staycations, they have a choice: They can grapple with the economic crisis, or they can continue to avoid it. Federal stimulus projects are not enough to revive New York. And doling out favors, business-as-usual style, would be completely irresponsible.

Before this recession began, New York already was losing population faster than any state. Now, 21 percent of Empire State residents tell pollsters they are making plans to leave. Our per-capita income taxes are the highest in the country, our business taxes the second-highest. If we're not careful, our property taxes will soar to a point where selling homes in New York will become Mission Impossible.

This page plans to judge the final weeks of this session on whether Albany creates economic growth, enhances job stability and otherwise helps this state climb out of this hole into a leaner, more sustainable future. Ethics reform, healthcare cost structures, paid family leave, industrial development agency rules, welfare enhancements, unemployment insurance, public employee strike regulations, environmental initiatives - the whole lot is up for this kind of review.

Two unexpected and hopeful events emerged from Albany last week. The first was the passage of a government consolidation bill that simplifies the process of merging or dissolving special taxing districts. The bill strengthens citizens' power to initiate change - a right that residents of many other states enjoy. Gov. David A. Paterson should sign this bill so our local civic leaders can pursue the reforms they've been demanding.

Late this past week, the governor won a major concession in negotiations with the state's two biggest labor unions: an agreement to create a new, less generous pension tier for new hires. Even though the savings from this so-called Tier V would not be realized for several years, the significance should not be underestimated. As state governments throughout the country struggle with gaping financial deficits, there is a real danger that pension funds - or states themselves - could go bankrupt.

Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver (D-Manhattan) and Senate Majority Leader Malcolm Smith (D-St. Albans) must join Paterson to pass Tier V. The governor included a new pension tier this year in his budget, but it was blocked, with the help of union pressure, during the closed-door deal-making that's so characteristic of Albany.

The details of Tier V remain to be worked out. But there can be no doubt that, without some change, the current system is headed for disaster. State Comptroller Tom DiNapoli has announced that the state's massive public pension fund lost more than 28 percent on investments during the last fiscal year - falling to $109.9 billion from $154 billion.

The effect is that local governments - such as cities, towns, libraries and police forces - will see their contributions rise from 7.4 percent of their payrolls to 11 percent by 2011. Localities will have only two choices to meet this new obligation - cut spending and jobs, or raise money through property tax increases.

DiNapoli's suggestion to "smooth out" this 2011 balloon payment over future years is one possible fix. But it must be matched by a requirement that local governments make higher payments into the fund in good years.

The governor's leadership on Tier V is welcome, as are his calls for caps on state spending and school property taxes. The fiscally austere David Paterson, so visible a year ago, seemed to disappear during state budget talks. He said last week that he felt "hoodwinked and cajoled," but would now return to fighting the state budget's structural deficit.

With an 18 percent approval rating, Paterson's recognition that he has little to lose by doing the right thing is right on target. But he needs to take his message to the people, as he did last year during a statewide speaking tour. A good portion of leadership lies in communicating a plan and bringing the public along.

So far, the legislature has been ignoring Paterson's change of heart. But the public is paying attention, and lawmakers would be wise to join in. The legislative session of 2009 looks grim - but it's not over yet.

