



It's time to end pay for play

Until Albany enacts public financing for state races, offices like the comptroller's will remain too susceptible to corruption

March 22, 2009 

If money is power, then the most powerful public official in New York is its comptroller, the sole trustee of a state employees pension fund worth more than a hundred billion dollars.

Just how that power can corrupt was evidenced last week in a searing criminal indictment by state Attorney General Andrew Cuomo and a corresponding civil complaint by the federal Securities and Exchange Commission. In this hard-core version of Albany's already scandalous pay-to-play culture, two top advisers to former Comptroller Alan Hevesi allegedly shook down major firms and investors seeking business with the pension fund, garnering over $30 million in kickbacks and gifts.

Hevesi, who resigned shortly after his re-election in 2006 for using a state worker to chauffeur his wife, denies that his office was for sale. 

The current comptroller, Thomas DiNapoli, was appointed by the legislature to replace Hevesi, and he has since put in place new guidelines to reduce the risk of abuse. 

The sweep of this indictment, how-ever, leads to the conclusion that those reforms aren't enough - that more fundamental changes are needed. Albany must finally enact public campaign financing for statewide officials. And to reassure taxpayers that the pension fund has the best possible oversight, a task force must evaluate whether there should be a board of trustees. 

The state's Common Retirement Fund is the nation's third largest, and its most recent valuation is $122 billion. It sends outs checks to 340,000 retirees and is expected to do so for another 650,000 public employees. 

Concerns about the comptroller's office bestowing favors in return for political or personal contributions have existed for more than three decades. In 1989, a commission investigating then Comptroller Ned Regan cited a fundraising memo advising that he solicit contributions from those doing business with the pension fund. It noted that Regan should "make it clear that those who give will get." During the tenure of his successor, H. Carl McCall, news accounts connected the dots between his political contributors and contracts for millions of dollars of pension business.

Then on Thursday, came the shocking charges that Hank Morris, a Democratic campaign strategist who grew up in Westbury and now lives in East Hampton, took advantage of his long friendship with Hevesi to shake down investors. Morris and his co-defendant, David Loglisci, denied any wrongdoing at their arraignment.

Back in the early 1970s, Morris ran a brilliant campaign for a young federal prosecutor named Denis Dillon as they railed against the Nassau GOP machine to defeat incumbent Nassau District Attorney William Cahn. Decades later, Morris railed against the same Nassau machine again as he steered the campaign of Brooklyn Rep. Charles Schumer against incumbent U.S. Sen. Alfonse D'Amato of Island Park. 

And in 2002, Morris positioned Hevesi as a reformer for the comptroller's office. But the indictment makes a different case. In the end, any reform has to be institutionalized to be meaningful. 

New York is only one of three states where an elected official in the only person responsible for managing the public pension fund. Most states have boards of trustees who are appointed, with myriad combinations of how they are selected and how much independence they are given. A board, however, is not a perfect solution. In recent years there have been scandals and probes of board members in several states, including California, Texas and Illinois.

Whether New York should change its sole trustee arrangement needs to be examined. What doesn't need to wait is campaign financing. Not needing millions of dollars to run reduces the temptation to abuse the office.

Since DiNapoli took office, he has been recommending public financing for comptroller races. His proposal would cap spending in the primary and general election campaigns and allow the candidates to get $6 in public funding for every $1 raised. This still requires the candidates to solicit contributions of more than $1 million in private funds. It's a start. 

The Morris indictment, however, should spark support for public financing for all statewide races. In the past two years, Gov. David A. Paterson, Senate Majority Leader Malcolm Smith and Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver have all supported campaign financing reform, if not outright public financing. Which ones will now take ownership of the movement for campaign reform - Paterson? Silver? Or Smith? 

Attorney General Cuomo just hung a "For Sale" sign for all to see on Albany.Now, we need to see who's going to take it down.
