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Guilty in Albany; 

Bruno trial should spur lawmakers to strengthen ethics regulations

A parade of uglies surfaced during the trial of former Sen. Joseph Bruno. If that doesn't rouse New York to a better standard of ethics, what will? For a dozen years, Bruno was one of the most powerful men in Albany, and his personal and official interests dovetailed so seamlessly that it appears even he can no longer tell them apart.

But his use of power and position for personal gain was clear enough to the average men and women of the jury. The most disheartening outcome of the Bruno trial may be this: It confirms that what most of us abhor is simply business as usual for state officers.

In the past decade, 14 Albany lawmakers have departed their posts over criminal or unethical conduct. Just last week, former State Comptroller Alan Hevesi was implicated in a three-year probe for taking lavish vacations from a man who wanted to handle the state's pension money.

If lawmakers want to restore credibility to the capital, they will summon the political will to change this corrupt culture. There's a vindictive, anti-incumbent wind blowing, and the Bruno trial has lifted the flap on a contorted circus.

Convictions came on only two of eight counts, the most blatant misuse of state resources. Albany-area entrepreneur Jared Abbruzzese paid Bruno for consulting services and in return received state grants for his nanotechnology and telecommunications ventures. However, even the activities for which the powerful senator was given a pass smell of using his office for personal gain.

The trial disclosed that Bruno's consulting company had no employees, because the people in his Senate office handled all the paperwork - on the taxpayer's dime. While Bruno was soliciting union clients as a paid consultant for Wright Investors' Service, he was also pushing for laws that gave unions more generous state pensions. And a top Senate lawyer testified that he advised Bruno's office to hand-deliver annual ethics statements, so that they couldn't be nabbed on federal mail fraud statutes.

Lawmakers seem to think they are entitled to make money from their positions of influence. On top of his state salary, prosecutors said, Bruno collected about $3.2 million in fees for his consulting services over his 13 years as majority leader. Why would state lawmakers change such a system?

It was the U.S. Justice Department that investigated Bruno's activities. Albany's self-appointed and self-governing ethics organizations must be reworked and strengthened to keep a better watch on their own government.

As one reform, lawmakers must be required to fully disclose their outside clients and incomes. This goes double for legislative leaders like the Senate majority leader and the Assembly speaker, who wield extraordinary power. And the secretive Legislative Ethics Commission should be replaced by an office with investigative and punitive powers - to ensure that the reports are above board. Better yet, why not make all New Yorkers the watchdogs? Disclosure of legislators' outside businesses, their clients and their income should be publicly available on the Internet.

Honest legislators should seize this moment from cynical abusers of the system and enact reforms too strong to ignore.

