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By KAITLYN DMYTERKO
Gazette staff writer

Representat ives from 
environmental organizations  
 urged the governor on Nov. 24 

to include a second installment of $100 
million in capital funding in next year’s 
budget to help subsidize restoration 
projects in 178 parks and 35 historic 
sites that encompass 325,000 acres 
across the state.  

Organizations participating in Parks 
& Trails New York’s campaign include 
The Adirondack Council, Audubon New 
York, Scenic Hudson and the Sierra 
Club. Together, they are pushing for 
the inclusion of $100 million in the 
2009-2010 state budget to make up 
for what they say was the state’s lack 
of investment in the Office of Parks, 
Recreation and Historic Preservation.

The lack of funding for that agency, 
the campaign argues, resulted in a 
$650 million backlog of important park 
improvement projects.

“Many of these projects are ones that 
cannot be ignored any longer,” said 
Tim Sweeney, who serves as director of 
Parks & Trails’ campaign for parks. 

The capital funds would be used to 
repair failing sewer systems, electrical 
systems, roads and highways and other 
pieces of infrastructure that are in 

collapse, according to Sweeney.  
For this year, the governor and 

Legislature provided $132 million in 
capital funding to restore parks and 
historic sites within the state. The 
groups are worried that due to tough 
fiscal times, future budget cuts will 
negate past progress. Sweeney said last 

year’s capital was just the “first step in 
what must be a multi-year revitalization 
process for the agency.”

One project covered by the $132 
million was the $3 million repair of the 
dilapidated Staatsburg School located in 
the Mills Norrie State Park in Dutchess 
County. The once decrepit building was 
redone and now serves as regional park 
offices for employees.

According to a 2006 report released 
by Parks & Trails, New York’s park 
system, now overseen by the Office of 
Parks, is the nation’s oldest, established 
in1885. 

According to Parks & Trails, the state 
park system includes: 28 golf courses, 
53 swimming pools, 76 beaches, 27 
marinas, 40 boat launches, 18 nature 
centers, 817 cabins, 8,355 campsites 
and 1,350 miles of trails.

Next to California, New York parks 
have the highest operational budgets, 
at $162,907,900 in November 2006, 

Campaign: Parks worthy of another $100 mil.

By Nick Hall
Gazette staff writer

The New York Association of 
School Boards recently polled 
409 of its members and came up 

with a series of suggestions that focus 
on cutting costs in school districts and 
helping them run more efficiently.

Although the unions representing 
school employees took major issue with 
some of the school board members’ 
recommendations, there did appear to 
be agreement on the potential benefit 
of a health insurance fund that could be 
shared by multiple school districts.

The poll asked 409 board members to 
name one deficit-reduction measure that 
would make the biggest impact on their 
district’s next budget.

Requiring a minimum health care 
contribution in employee contracts was 
the most popular proposal put forth in the 
poll, at 39 percent.

Richard Iannuzzi, New York State 
United Teachers president, does not 
support this suggestion, asserting that 
it was a local union bargaining issue. 
Unions and school boards individually 
bargain what employees will contribute 
toward their health care insurance 
premiums.

David Albert, the director of 

communications and research for the 
New York Association of School Boards, 
pointed out that health insurance was a 
major cost factor for school boards, and 
he suggested the state consider creating 
a regional or statewide shared health 
insurance pool.

“The sheer size of a statewide school 
district health insurance pool will drive 
down costs and increase purchasing 
power,” he said.

Iannuzzi offered some support for 
this idea, saying that if the state could 
develop it, there would be a willingness 
to jump aboard.

Robert Lowry, deputy director of 
the New York State Council of School 
Superintendents, was also supportive of 
the idea, saying a pool of funds would 
presumably lower costs and also take 
the issue out of collective bargaining if 
offered to all employees, letting focus 
rest on salary increases.

Agreeing that a health insurance 
pool could help was Gary DiLallo, a 
member of the Shenendehowa school 
board, which oversees a suburban school 
district in southern Saratoga County that 
was slated to get a 10 percent, or $3.7 
million, midyear cut in state aid under a 
plan proposed by Gov. David A. Paterson 
but rejected by the Legislature. 

“Anything school districts can do where 
they are sharing resources and providing 
a bigger market is a good idea,” said 
DiLallo. “How much that would do, I 
don’t know.”

In the same vein, another money-
saving option that came up in the school 
board poll was the possibility of having 
health care consortiums, where schools 
would combine their employee health 
care plans in order to save money.  

Albert pointed out current state law 
requires schools have at least 2,000 
employees in a cooperative and at least five 
different municipalities participating. This 
limits many schools from participating in 
the consortiums. He said he would like to 
see the limitations revised.

Gaining support from 38 percent of poll 
respondents was a proposal for requiring 
new school employees to contribute toward 
their pensions through the duration of their 
employment, instead of paying just in 
the first 10 years for example. Iannuzzi 
did not support this either, asserting that 
this current configuration saves schools 
money.

Another proposal in the poll, which 
garnered the support of 23 percent of 
respondents, involved a plan to eliminate 
salary step increases during the time 

School board members keen on sharing 
insurance costs with other districts
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LEFT: Citizens sent more than 4,000 postcards to the governor’s office demanding that the state 
budget $100 million for the revitalization of the state park system. RIGHT: Tim Sweeney, director of 
Parks & Trails says the state has overlooked the Office of Parks in previous years and the lack of 
funding has backlogged $650 million in important park projects.  
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By NICK HALL
Gazette staff writer

Gov. David A. Paterson sent an open 
letter to school board presidents 
and district superintendents last 

Tuesday to warn them of deeper cuts 
next fiscal year because of the failure of 
his proposed midyear cuts.

Paterson had proposed to reduce the 
growth of education spending from 9 
to 5 percent for the current fiscal year. 
The decrease would have gone into 
effect midyear, forcing schools to take 
measures to make up for the loss of 
aid. This created massive backlash from 
education advocates.

“Fiscal management is all about 
making hard, painful decisions, and 
the rejection of a mid-year school aid 
reduction by the Legislature means that 
deeper declines in funding for school 
districts will now be necessary in 
2009-2010 to ensure a balanced budget,” 
Paterson wrote in the letter.

Most district superintendents would 
rather have a cut they have time to plan for, 
instead of midyear cuts, according Robert 
Lowry, deputy director of the New York 
State Council of School Superintendents.

Gov. warns of 
deeper cuts 
for schools

See Schools on page 17
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according to Parks & Trails. 
According to Sean Mahar, director 

of government relations and 
communications of Audubon New York, 
55 million people visit parks in this state 
each year. 

Due to rising gas prices, state residents 
are looking to find recreation locally, said 
Mahar. In order to “meet the growing 
demand of increased visitation,” he 
said, it is “critical to ensure that these 
century-old facilities are maintained 
and improved to make them safe and 
attractive destinations for all state 
residents.” 

Visitors give the economy a boost 
by spending money at restaurants and 

on recreational equipment used in park 
areas, said Sweeney. “The impact that 
park visitors have on the economy is 
truly remarkable.”

According to a 2006 report released 
by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 
3.8 million bird and wildlife watchers 
added $1.6 billion in spending to the state 
economy, $250 million in sales tax alone.  

“State parks play a vital role as part 
of the state’s economic engine,” Mahar 
said.

 “We are not oblivious to the economic 
challenges in our state and in our nation 
but further delaying these vital health 
and safety projects and other capital 
needs will only result in great liability 
exposure down the road,” Mahar said.  

The Office of Park’s budget is half 
of what is was in 1992, according to 
a report released by Parks & Trails. 

Since then, 29 parks have been added 
to the state.  

“This strategic investment will enable 
the revitalization of New York state parks 
and historic park sites, a critical aspect 
of the state infustructure as well as smart 
economic stimulus,” said Andy Bicking, 
director of public policy for Scenic 
Hudson. “What we need is a strategy to 
revitalize and to celebrate,” he said.

According to Sweeney, the additional 
capital would result in more than 1,000 
jobs in the state being created by hiring 
150 contractors in 57 of the state’s 62 
counties. “Clearly this is a statewide 
economic development revitalization 
project,” he said.

The added capital the campaign is 
requesting for next year to rebuild and 
revitalize would have multiple benefits, 
according to Bicking, and would aid 

in “building a healthy economy, great 
jobs, public health and protecting the 
environment.”

According to Sweeney, the $100 
million would not come directly from 
the state’s general fund, it would be 
from bond funding, which the groups 
believe helps create jobs and improve 
the economy.  

“The ball is really in the governor’s 
court right now. We have to make sure 
that this second installment of $100 
million makes it into the proposed 
Executive Budget,” said Sweeney.  

Parks & Trails sent more than 4,000 
postcards received from citizens across 
the state to the governor’s offices. The 
postcards call for the governor and 
lawmakers to provide the funding next 
year for the continued revitalization of 
New York parks.

Parks
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According to Bicking, the Hudson 
River was also placed at risk by the 
introduction in 2005 of the harmful 
Chinese mitten crab into Northeast 
waters. Such invasive species have 
already caused damage to vegetation 
and other invertebrates, including worms 
and clams. 

“Every time you add a new species it’s 
going to alter the ecology. These species 
don’t have any predators so their populations 
are booming; that creates stresses on 
ecological systems,” said Bicking.  

In Monroe, MI, zebra mussels clogged 
up a municipal water pipeline for 
three days, preventing drinking water 

from being distributed throughout the 
town. According to environmentalists 
and ecologists, The DEC and EPA 
can try to offset problems like this by 
implementing and enforcing stringent 
regulations aimed at controlling any 
growth in population of zebra mussels 
and other invasive species. 

“This is an essential first step in controlling 
the movement of invasive species and 
protecting our natural resources,” said 
Dave Strayer, research scientist of the 
Carey Institute of Ecosystem Studies.   

According to Katherine Nadeau, 
water and natural resources program 
associate for Environmental Advocates 
of New York, a new invasive species 
is found every 28 weeks in the Great 
Lakes. Female zebra mussels produce 1 
million eggs per year, making rampant 

populations of these species throughout 
the Hudson River and Great Lakes. 
“These invaders wreak havoc on 
ecosystems, the economy, public health, 
parks and beaches,” Nadeau said.

In 2007, legislation (A.9027a/ 
S.6117a), sponsored by Assemblyman 
Bob Sweeney, D-Lindenhurst, and Sen. 
Carl Marcellino, R-Syosset, was passed 
that formed a state Invasive Species 
Council, made of representatives from 
state agencies to study habitat loss, 
preventative actions to control invasive 
species and public advocacy and 
education.  Sweeney and Marcellino chair 
the environmental committees in their 
respective houses of the Legislature.

“It is vital that the state and federal 
agencies responsible for protecting 
our environment recognize that a 

clean, healthy Hudson River has both 
environmental and economic benefits 
for all the state’s residents,” said Philip 
Musegaas, Hudson River program 
director for Riverkeeper.

DEC’s proposals, if adopted, would 
represent one of the world’s toughest 
standards, exceeding existing EPA 
standards, for preventing ballast water 
discharge from spreading destructive 
invasive species.  

A coalition of eight organizations; 
Audubon New York, Cary Institute of 
Ecosystem Studies, Hudson Clearwater 
Sloop, Environmental Advocates of 
New York, Hudson River Foundation, 
the Nature Conservancy, Riverkeeper 
and Scenic Hudson applauded Paterson 
and Grannis’ support for the stringent 
regulations. 

for the people they serve.”
Miller pointed out that helping the 

needy is taxing and draining, and that 
his church was “hard pressed” to get out 
Thanksgiving dinners.

“Ninety percent of beds for homeless in 
the nation are provided by the religious 
community. Our resources are stretched 
beyond imagination,” Miller said. “We 
are not a social service agency and yet 
we are forced into the situation in doing 
all the things that we do for all manner 

of people. That’s fine and we are happy 
to do what we can do, but we simply do 
not have the resources that the state of 
New York has or that our nation has.”

Welfare benefits, according to the group, 
have fallen below 50 percent of the federal 
poverty level. The Assembly included a 
30 percent hike in welfare benefits in its 
2008-2009 budget proposal, but it never 
made it into the enacted budget.

“It is not OK for government to say 
‘well, we are all gonna have to take a 
cut.’ You can’t do that with the poor, 
you can’t do that with the marginalized,” 
said Robb Smith, executive director of 
Interfaith Impact of New York State. 

“The long term consequences of failing 
to adequately clothe and feed our 
children are devastating.”

Barbara Zaron, representing 
Congregation Beth Emeth, said that it 
was the state’s responsibility to care for 
the needy.

“We do not want to see any tragedies 
this winter because of lack of adequate 
funding,” Zaron said.

Nov. 24 was the annual statewide 
Thanksgiving Fast and Action Against 
Hunger event. Those participating fasted 
for one day to show solidarity with New 
Yorkers who are forced to go hungry due 
to lack of resources, according to the 

group. Those fasting are asked to donate 
the food they would have eaten to a local 
food pantry, soup kitchen, or shelter.

“There is no equity in across the board 
slashing,” said Jameson. “Those that 
have and those that do not have don’t 
feel budget cuts the same way.”

 On Sept. 15, the Faith and Hunger 
Network sent an open letter to the 
governor urging affordable health care 
and increases to the welfare rate.

Hunger Action Network also supports 
a more progressive income tax, a hike 
in food stamp benefits and increased 
Medicaid reimbursements included in a 
federal stimulus package.
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inaction over the past two years of 
scandals, mostly where Democrats shoot 
themselves in the foot as Republicans 
gleefully pass the ammo:
n In October, Senate Republicans 

helped force the resignation of Paterson’s 
longtime chief of staff, Charles O’Byrne, 
after it was revealed that he didn’t pay 
taxes for five years.
n In May, lawmakers said a rogue 

element in the state police were 

following them. Although unproven, the 
white hot scandal forced a former police 
commander out of his subsequent state 
job and was thought to contribute to the 
suicide of two state police retirees.
n In March, Paterson got off to a 

rocky start when the political climate 
in Albany forced him to divulge past 
marital affairs during a period when he 
was headed toward divorce.
n In March, Gov. Eliot Spitzer’s 

resignation amid a prostitution investigation 
emboldened the Legislature the hard-
charging Spitzer had tried to reform.
n In September 2007, Assembly 

Republican leader James Tedisco took 
the lead in ridiculing and ultimately 
defeating Spitzer’s ill-advised effort to 
make it easier for illegal immigrants to 
get driver’s licenses.
n From June 2007 to March 2008, 

Senate Republicans gridlocked Spitzer 
after they claimed he used state police 
for political espionage against then-
Senate leader Joseph L. Bruno. A half-
dozen Spitzer appointees were forced 
from public service but no one has been 
charged after five investigations.
n In February 2007, Spitzer’s reform 

juggernaut was derailed just a month 

into office. The Legislature rescinded 
its agreement to fill the comptroller’s 
job — vacated by scandal in 2006 — 
from independently vetted candidates. 
Instead, they picked one of their own.

That takes Planet Albany back almost 
two years, with little to show for it.

It also leaves a governor who knows 
too well that the Legislature is quick to 
accuse him of “Spitzer-esque” tactics 
should Paterson push too hard.

“Well if it looks like a dysfunctional 
government, and it acts like a dysfunctional 
government, it may actually be one,” 
Paterson said Nov. 18.

Moniker
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the report. The group recommends that 
the state build the complex in a city center 
where infrastructure already exists and 
where wetlands would not be destroyed.

“We need to make sure we are not 
wasting money that runs completely 
counter to our environmental policies,” 
Moore said. 

Environmental Advocates also opposes 
the construction of a new coal-fired 
power plant in Jamestown, and Morris 
argues the state could save $8 million 

by not subsidizing what the groups 
considers to be a redundant energy source 
that would use an unproven clean-coal, 
carbon-capturing technology.

The group released its recommendations 
for smart spending after Gov. David A. 
Paterson announced in July that in order 
to close a $1.5 billion budget shortfall state 
agencies would need to implement a zero-
growth budget and enact a hiring freeze.

It’s a budget shortfall that Moore said is 
“only going to get worse as Wall Street’s 
problems migrate to main street.”

According to Environmental 
Advocates, the state Department of 
Environmental Conservation suffered 

during a hiring freeze under the Pataki 
administration in 1995 when almost 800 
scientists and engineers lost their jobs to 
state cuts.  

Those job cuts left agency unable 
to fulfill its responsibilities to inspect 
dams and protect water and air quality, 
resulting in pollution and waters 
becoming less protected, said Moore.

If the lack of state resources continues, 
programs “will fall even further and 
further behind thanks to Gov. Paterson’s 
cuts,” he said.

Environmental Advocates fears that 
the current hiring freeze could result in 
almost 300 additional job cuts, which will 

make DEC even more unable to fulfill 
its mission to protect the environment.

“Gov. Paterson’s approach to fiscal 
responsibility is to force the state 
agencies to do a worse job with fewer 
resources,” Moore said. The state needs 
to “take a smarter approach and start 
saving some green,” he said. 

“Instead of taking an axe to agency 
budgets and cutting staff to the bone, 
our leaders need to take responsible 
action to protect taxpayers and the 
health of our drinking water our air 
and land,” Moore said. “It’s really 
important that we stop taking a saw to 
the state budget.” 

Green
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