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On October 5th, County 
Executive Rob Astorino 
announced his 2012 budget 
projections and they weren’t 
pretty. With a projected 

shortfall of millions of dollars and a promise 

that taxes won’t be raised, the CE painted 
a picture that would include the layoffs of 
about 250 employees if they didn’t start 
contributing to their health and pension 
benefits. Like clockwork two weeks later 
Westchester Medical Center CEO Michael 

Israel announced that the Westchester 
Medical Center (WMC) would follow 
suit if the employees there didn’t also begin 
to contribute to their benefits package. 
However, it did seem that his predictions 
were more dire than Astorino’s. At stake in 

this case would be 650 jobs ranging from 
nurses to the most lowly building service 
workers. The threads that link these two 
CEO’s are numerous. They are both suppos-
edly employed to serve the vox populi, they 
both are charged with balancing a massive 
budget, they both have scores of employees 
who provide valuable services and they 
both have a top level of management that is 
grossly overpaid while having the vaguest of 
job descriptions.

So with 900 jobs on the chopping block, 
one can only surmise that these budget 
projections are “save the date” invitations  
to those union officials who will be getting 
ready to go to the collective bargaining table.
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died in a car accident a year after I had left. 
Nevertheless, I still draw lot of energy from 
that experience because it helped me to learn 
so much about the world, particularly about 
Egypt and Sweden, and most of all about 
how to achieve difficult things like Metropia 
which was impossible to realize in the written 
form. I also came to the conclusion that most 
of life’s obstacles are not physical; they are 
inside people’s heads.”

Swedish Cinema Worldwide
Many Swedish films have recently 

garnered attention and acclaim. Two are 
notably psychological thrillers: Jesper 
Ganslandtand’s The Ape, and Tomas 
Alfredson’s Let the Right One In, which 
earned a Hollywood remake. She Monkeys, 
produced by Saleh’s Atmo, got Best Film 
Award in this year’s Tribeca Film Festival and 
it was recently shown in Abu Dhabi Festival. 
After nearly two decades lacking any film 
productions, Swedish cinema is having some 

kind of renaissance during the last three years 
and is presently booming worldwide. There 
are about twenty Swedish filmmakers who 
have earned international repute and many 
of them have offers from Hollywood. Tribeca 
Enterprises, which is starting a film company 
among its many activities, acquired the rights 
to distribute Metropia across the United 
States, among ten other films. At the same 
time, it will be offered as video-on-demand, 
which is part of the new distribution strate-
gies. Tarek Saleh has two more films projects, 

a drama he will shoot in Egypt, and another 
crime story he will shoot in Sweden. He is in 
talks with some American companies about 
new ways of collaboration.

Born in Cairo, Egypt, Sherif Awad is a film/
video critic and curator. He is the film editor 
of Egypt Today Magazine, and the artistic 
director for both the Alexandria Film Festival, 
in Egypt, and the Arab Rotterdam Festival, in 
The Netherlands. He also contributes to Variety, 
in the United States, and Variety Arabia, in the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE).

An Artist and His Metropia

The Public Policy 
Institute has released a 
disturbing report revealing 
that New York is falling 

behind most other states in economic indica-
tors, while continuing to remain close to the 
top nationwide in the category of high levies.  
Property and business taxes throughout New 
York increased 5.1% in the most recent year, 
after growing 6.1% the preceding year.

For Westchester and Rockland County 
residents, the information is particularly infu-
riating. As recent reports noted, these two 
Hudson Valley counties impose burdensome 
taxes on their residents.  Westchester tops the 
nation with the highest level, and Rockland 
occupies fourth place. The state ranks dead 
last in America in the business tax climate.

What they receive from Albany in 
return is a collection of worrisome statis-
tics that clearly show a state in deep and 
growing financial distress. According to 
Heather Bricetti, acting president of the 
Business Council, “There is a clear correla-
tion between New York’s high state and local 
taxes and our slow rate of economic develop-
ment.”  New York ranks 38th in the nation 
in terms of personal income growth, and lags 
behind almost every other state in America 
in population growth.  Indeed, upstate 
regions suffered a 1.1% population decline.

Information from Empire State 
Development notes that New York lost 
30,700 private sector jobs in the latest 
(August) report. State Comptroller DiNapoli 
recently warned that Wall Street, a key 

employer for Westchester 
and Rockland resi-
dents, could lose up to 
10,000 more jobs in the 
near future. Consumer 

confidence has slipped by about three 
points. Adding to the woes of residents, the 
consumer price index continues to rise.

It is, however, the manufacturing sector 
that remains the most worrisome. The 
Federal Reserve’s October report stresses that 
“Conditions for New York manufacturers 
continued to deteriorate in October.  The 
general business conditions index remained 
negative…at 8.5%...The new orders index  
hovers around zero…the average workweek 
index was negative for a fifth consecutive 
month.”

New York continues to lag behind 
the rest of the nation in this crucial area.  
Manufacturing investment in California was 
$14.3 billion, Texas had $12.9 billion, Illinois 
had $7.2 billion, Ohio had $5.9 billion, and 

Pennsylvania had $5.3 billion.  All New York 
had to report was a comparatively tiny $3.8 
billion.  Upstate New York actually suffered 
a decline in average manufacturing employ-
ment of 16.1% from 2005 to 2009. This 
extremely poor showing is unnecessary, given 
the state’s outstanding geographical assets, 
educated population, and research facilities.

Numerous studies concur that New 
York needs more business, and the jobs 
that business creates. But, as those studies 
note, the heavy burden of high taxes and 
numerous regulations are preventing growth 
and keeping the Empire State far behind 
its competitors both within the USA and 
abroad.      

Frank V. Vernuccio, Jr. can be reached at 
nycommunityaction@gmail.com. Visit the 
COMACTA website at comactainc.com. 
Vernuccio is the president of the Community 
Action Civic Association, Inc.
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In the case of the Westchester Medical 
Center the nurses’ union (NYSNA) is 
already negotiating, but according to both 
sides, it is not going well. Management at 
the WMC claims that they are paying the 
nurses $20K in pension benefits or 35% of 
their base salary. You don’t need to be a math-
ematician to figure that these numbers aren’t 
accurate. If they were, the nurses would be 
making somewhere around $300K a year. 
There aren’t too many people who would 
go to the bargaining table asking for more 
money if they are making that kind of salary. 
Whoever is making those sorts of statements 
for the medical center should take a course in 
accounting 101.

Both of these CEO’s are heads of their 
own “friends and family networks” as well. 
CEO Israel has somewhere around 40 
people in upper management who operate 
as some sort of vice president. Together they 
make over $10 million a year in salaries and 
benefits. Israel states that they are worth every 
penny due to the fact that WMC is a teaching 
hospital and in order to attract quality staff, to 
teach (he’s on the New York Medical College 

Board, too), you have to paint a picture that 
portrays everything on campus to be hunky 
dory. That sort of rationalization just doesn’t 
make sense to most New Yorkers. It’s almost 
as ridiculous as the Astorino administra-
tion’s slogan that Westchester County is the 
intellectual capital of the state and paying 
Laurence Gottleib $155K a year to come up 
with that slogan. The Astorino administra-
tion has also become top heavy in the salary 
department. With those who have been 
elevated to commissioner status to those 
who obtained their employment through the 
friends and family network, these folks in the 
inner circle are costing the taxpayers around 
$5 million.

Both CEO’s chant that it is now time to 
do more with less but fail to lead by example. 
Two years ago the Medical Center closed the 
Taylor Care Center that housed long-term 
ventilator patients and those who needed 
a skilled nursing facility. It was said that 
this closure was due to a failure. to What is 
even more disturbing is that the Taylor Care 
Facility has been turned into the executive 
wing that houses the CEO, all of those vice 
presidents, their assistants and their assis-
tant’s, assistants. If you’re getting dizzy, don’t 

call a doctor, you’re not sick…you’re in shock. 
While County Executive Astorino has also 
made cuts to programs, services and jobs, 
many of those have been due to attrition or 
retirement. With those cuts came replace-
ments from Astorino’s own stable of friends, 
donors, donor’s children and other members 
of that ever growing “friends and family 
network.”

The pattern that emerges is that in order 
to keep those at the very top of the political 
heap happy, those at the very bottom (or 
even somewhere in the middle), those who 
serve us the most and who perform the 
utmost important jobs are the first to be let 
go. In comparing these two giant players in 
the game of Westchester County employ-
ment, it becomes easier to understand the 
Occupy Wall Street protests. These people 

are protesting top-heavy corporations and 
top-heavy government. Maybe they have 
the right idea after all. Or maybe those two 
CEO’s should check into the WMC and see 
if they enjoy a thirteen hour wait in the emer-
gency room or wait until their IV has been 
infiltrated because they were too short staffed 
to check on it. Nevertheless, the threats 
and the cuts will continue to come. Even if 
both union locals give into the demands of 
management it won’t help. County govern-
ment and the hospital that shares its name 
have both flat lined.

Nancy King is a resident of Greenburgh, New 
York.
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