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In Albany, it's personal; 

State senators just can't seem to let go of their gripes & get back to work

Most people are eager for the long holiday weekend, but not the 62 New York State senators. Gov. David Paterson has ordered them to hold a special session each day, tying them to Albany, where they are bored and cranky and missing home. The governor is basically torturing them - which is as good a tactic as any to end the 31-31 standoff.

Everything else has failed. Expressions of suffering have not proven persuasive. Business lobbyists bemoan the loss of Power for Jobs, which rewards companies with cheaper electricity for keeping jobs in New York. Labor had proposed raising the measly $405-a-week unemployment check, one of the lowest in the country. An increase could have meant a better summer for many who are struggling. Local governments can't begin budget-making because of big holes in their projected tax revenue, and some are talking about layoffs.

In this depressed economy, what could be holding state senators back from doing what they can to help? Personal vendettas, turf battles and race resentment. The great Senate deadlock of 2009 is as primal as the Jets versus the Sharks. The two sides have essentially agreed to the resource-sharing reforms. What they can't seem to negotiate are the personalities.

The GOP won't set aside leadership questions, as the governor has suggested, to enact the 60-odd non-controversial bills that renew taxing authority for local governments and other measures - they fear going home for the summer with the Democrats still in charge. They want to fire Senate Secretary Angelo Aponte, who routinely exceeds his authority - he is currently refusing to sign contracts approved in budgets of previous years, such as $750,000 for Smithtown street drainage and $500,000 for VIBES, also in Smithtown, which helps women in crisis.

Republicans - who are mostly from Long Island and upstate - also feel their coup blocked a New York City-centric spending spree evident in the huge state budget increase and the Metropolitan Transportation Authority bailout.

A leadership vacuum

Before the coup, Senate Democrats were fractured, and this standoff has only pushed them deeper into anarchy. They can't even agree on which senators to send into negotiations. Last week, a deal fell apart when negotiators agreed to a top posts for the deposed Sen. Majority Leader Malcolm Smith and GOP ally Sen. Pedro Espada. Negotiators couldn't convince fellow Democrats to accept it. And there is longtime resentment between the black and Hispanic senators, with the former insisting on leadership jobs.

High-ranking Democrats aren't providing effective leadership either. Paterson is saying the right things, but his popularity is so low that he has little sway. Attorney General Andrew Cuomo, a rising star, won't enter a fray that could tarnish him. Comptroller Tom DiNapoli finally agreed under pressure yesterday to withhold senators' pay until they get back to work. Even this is unlikely to succeed. And Suffolk County Executive Steve Levy yesterday said he would sue to have a judge intervene - more ineffective theatrics.

Cynicism about self-dealing politicians grows with every deadlocked day. Locking them in the chamber without food or phones might be only option left.

