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Look to New York City for Reform 

By Jerry Goldfeder 

 

The late Louis Lefkowitz, a former New York 
attorney general, would be surprised to hear statewide 
candidates this year advocating an expanded 
prosecutorial role for his office. 

In the mid-1970s, Lefkowitz eagerly relinquished 
power over election and campaign finance law 
violations. Supporting a new bipartisan Board of 
Elections for that purpose, he believed the transfer of 
authority would inoculate him from partisan 
criticism. 

Fast-forward 35 years. We have lived with an 
under-funded, often deadlocked board that has been 
unable to pursue election fraud aggressively. At the 
same time, New York’s fractured approach to 
investigating political corruption vests multiple 
prosecutors with varying (and sometimes 
overlapping) degrees of authority. 

In the past few months alone, the governor’s 
counsel referred allegations of election fraud by a 
Buffalo political operative to the U.S. attorney; the 
state attorney general brought a civil suit against a 
state senator who supposedly misused a health 
center’s money for campaign purposes; and the 
Manhattan district attorney indicted a consultant to 

Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s re-election campaign 
who is said to have stolen campaign money from the 
mayor. 

New Yorkers would be better served if we 
restored to the attorney general jurisdiction over 
election and campaign finance law violations, and 
gave the office full power to pursue civil actions and 
criminal prosecutions. A unitary approach would be 
more efficient, and a likely deterrent. 

Of course, more effective prosecution is not itself a 
surefire antidote. Comprehensive palliatives are 
required to reduce political corruption in the first 
place. 

Wisely rejecting the “there will always be a few 
bad apples” attitude, almost every candidate for 
statewide office is proposing to make government 
more efficient, democratic and responsive: a full-time 
legislature; an independent redistricting of 
congressional and state legislative lines; easier ballot 
access; more stringent campaign finance regulations. 
They also favor a streamlining of New York’s 
redundant county, town and village governments, as 
well as the many fire, sanitation, water and garbage 
“special districts” -- all of which, when added 
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together, amount to an eye-popping 10,000 taxing 
jurisdictions. None of these proposals is new or 
talismanic, but each has the potential for greater 
transparency and more honest government. 

Those who live in New York City do not have to 
wait for the state to act. The city’s Charter Revision 
Commission is placing charter amendments intended 
to make it easier to participate in government and to 
foster more responsive public officials on the 
November ballot. While these reforms would only 
affect New York City, they would set an example for 
the rest of the state. 

Each of New York’s 62 cities can similarly amend 
its charter to democratize its institutions. Such 

changes have the potential to encourage more of the 
electorate to become involved in politics, attract 
better and more responsive candidates, and, it is 
hoped, reduce the opportunity and incentive for 
political corruption. 
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