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LEGISLATION 2004: Budgets, Benefits
and Workers’ Compensation Reform

by Carolyn DilLeo

n February 23 and 24

and again on March 8

and 9, almost 800
representatives of all levels
of education in New York
State called on their home-
town legislators to protect
the state’s community col-
leges, the SUNY and CUNY
systems from serious fund-
ing deficits which threaten
the future of public higher
education.

Their target was this
year’s proposed state budget
which includes a cut of 5%
($115) in base aid to com-
munity colleges, bringing
the state’s contribution per
full time equivalency (FTE)
to arecord low 0f29.2%, far
short of the statutory re-
quirement of 40%. This is
down from 37.2% in the
1990-91 budget and reflects
a continuing decline in the
state’s commitment to ad-
equate financing of this vi-
tal sector of public higher
education, the two-year col-
leges.

The budget also failed to
fund a program approved by
the Legislature in 1999-
2000 to begin to address the
shortage of full-time faculty.
It also cut, again, the reim-
bursement for rental aid, an
absolute necessity for facil-
ity-strapped colleges, such
as Westchester Community
College, which depend on
rented space to accommo-
date increasing numbers of
students, especially in satel-
lite campuses. Nor does the
proposed budget provide any
additional funding for tech-
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nology, without which com-
munity colleges will not be
able to fulfill their mission
to educate and train employ-
ees of local businesses and
industries and to prepare stu-
dents to be competitive in a
tight labor market.

Overall, since 1990,
SUNY community colleges
in New York have lost fund-
ing in equipment challenge
grants, structural unemploy-
ment retraining programs,
youth internship programs,
non-credit community ser-
vices, non-credit vocational
courses, part-time student
needs programs, core opera-
tions support, rental aid,
contract courses and supple-
ment aid for business, tech-
nical and disadvantages.

Advocates for higher edu-
cation have recommended
that the proposed 2004-
2005 Executive Budget

should:

1) restore funding and in-
crease base aid by $225 per
FTE

2) restore the categorical
program for full-time fac-
ulty initiative

3) restore cuts in rental aid
4) increase funding for tech-
nology

5) enact legislation to re-
quire five-year strategic
plans that establish qualita-
tive academic goals and as-
sessments

6) oppose proposals which
would direct public funds to
private colleges or universi-
ties until or unless the pub-
lic sector is adequately
funded.

The State AFL-CIO is
also pushing two important
pieces of labor legislation:
1) a minimum wage bill and
2) a workers’ compensation
reform bill.

A statewide effort to in-
crease the minimum wage,
called the “515 Is Not
Enough” campaign, has the
support of State Senator
Nick Spano (R). This bill,
which has died for the past
two years in the Senate La-
bor Committee, would in-
crease the minimum wage
from $5.15 to $6.75. For
an average week of 40 hours,
the current minimum wage
of $5.15 works out to
$10,700 per year, which is
substantially below the pov-
erty line of $17,650 per year
for a family of four.

The workers’ compensa-
tion reform bill (A9736/
S6135), sponsored by Sena-
tor Guy Velella (R-Bronx,
Westchester) and Assembly
member Susan V. John (D-
Monroe), proposes to raise
the rate of weekly compen-
sation from $400 (the abso-
lute lowest in the country) to
$594 over the next three
years. The weekly rate has
not been increased since
1992 and it is the lowest of
all 50 states.

In addition to the benefit
increase, the new bill would
mean major changes in other
areas of workers’ compen-
sation coverage, such as the
right to file a personal injury
lawsuit instead of a workers’
compensation claim, the as-
sessment of attorney fees
against an insurer or em-
ployer who unsuccessfully
denies a claim, and the right
of a union to veto the
employer’s choice of an in-
surance carrier.













