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Can’t Cut the Budget? Let Me Do It, Paterson Tells an Unmoved Legislature 

By DANNY HAKIM
Published: November 24, 2009 

ALBANY — New York’s budget impasse will last at least another week. 
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In a rare joint news conference, John L. Sampson, the leader of the Senate Democrats, and Dean G. Skelos, the Republican leader, said that lawmakers would not abdicate their responsibilities. 

The reaction to a brief speech that Gov. David A. Paterson made via webcast on Tuesday morning seemed to ensure that. The governor asked the Legislature to grant him unilateral authority to make cuts to close a $3.2 billion budget deficit in the current fiscal year, which ends on March 31. Months of negotiations have failed to produce a deal. 

“This would grant me as governor a one-time authority to balance our current budget, preserve our credit rating and keep New York afloat,” the governor said, adding, “If the Legislature is unwilling to make the necessary cuts, I will.”

The offer landed with a predictable thud. 

“It would be foolish of us as members of the Legislature to abdicate our responsibilities,” said Senator John L. Sampson of Brooklyn, the leader of the Senate Democrats, who hold a shaky 32-to-30 majority. 

Mr. Sampson made the remarks during a rare joint news conference on the Senate floor with Dean G. Skelos of Long Island, the leader of the Republicans. The men went out of their way to be gracious to each other, seemingly united against the governor’s proposal. Several lawmakers said they believed it would violate the state’s Constitution. 

“We’re elected to make decisions,” Mr. Skelos said. “This is not the old Soviet Union.”

There was not much more enthusiasm from the Assembly, where Rory I. Lancman, a Queens Democrat, said, “What’s next, martial law?”

With that, lawmakers decamped from the capital and said they would return on Monday, quashing any remaining hopes that a deal would be passed this week. 

While the governor wants to make spending cuts that will begin to address far more severe deficits projected for next year and for 2011, the Senate in particular has advocated one-time fixes, like raiding the treasuries of public authorities and restructuring the state’s tobacco bonds, which would increase borrowing costs. 

On Tuesday, the governor released a revised deficit reduction plan that took small steps toward a compromise. The governor had originally proposed $686 million in midyear cuts in school aid, which the Senate deemed a nonstarter. In his modified plan, he would use nearly $400 million in federal stimulus money to offset the education cuts. 

Education advocates, however, criticized the proposal. 

“He’s taking a lot of money from next year’s stimulus funding to make it look like the cuts aren’t as large as they are,” said Billy Easton, executive director of the Alliance for Quality Education. “The governor’s not listening to the State Senate, which has made it very clear that education cuts are dead on arrival.”

The governor also restructured his proposed Medicaid cuts in a way that would preserve federal matching financing. He had originally proposed a cut of $287 million in state spending on Medicaid that would have produced an overall cut, including federal matching money, of $740 million. By restructuring the proposal, he would cut $223 million in state spending and lose $59 million in federal aid. 

Health care advocates criticized the plan nonetheless. 

“The impact to New York’s health care community would be catastrophic — layoffs, elimination of services and departments, and closures of entire facilities,” said a joint statement by Kenneth E. Raske, president of the Greater New York Hospital Association, and George Gresham, president of 1199 S.E.I.U. United Healthcare Workers East. 

The governor has argued — and many budget watchdogs agree — that the state must cut the two largest parts of the budget, education and health care, as it reckons with huge budget gaps. 

“We simply can’t spend money we don’t have,” the governor said. “This is a lack-of-cash crisis that threatens the credibility of our state.”

