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Economy? 
 

Debate on 11/1/16 with Guest Speaker Carl Heastie, Speaker of the New York 
State Assembly 



Speaker (Speaker Carl Heastie) 
This week, Carl Heastie, Speaker of the New York State Assembly, joined the Cornell 

Political Union for a discussion over one of the hot button issues of this upcoming presidential 
election: the minimum wage, and whether an increase in the minimum wage will help the 
economy. 

Heastie, arguing for a raise of the minimum wage, praised his state for being the first in 
the nation to pass a law raising the minimum wage to $15 over a gradual timeframe. He noted 
that this comes after years of progress on raising wages in the state, as he stated that since 1960, 
New York has raised the minimum wage four times, each successively higher than the federal 
mandate. The law recently passed will raise the floor to $10.50 by 2016 and work its way up to 
$15 by the end of 2018 in NYC. Heastie was proud that his party could push this through a 
Republican-held assembly, and that both sides saw a need for a wage adjustment. 

Heastie described what he views a major fallacies in the arguments against raising the 
minimum wages such as the influence of tax cuts and possible increasing labor costs. He noted 
that increasing the minimum wage would increase productivity and thus lower costs because 
with more real income, consumers will spend more and thus add to a store’s profits. Tax cuts, 
which provide benefits in a lump sum, don’t help the poor as much as they “aid” the elite” and 
that what people need most is more money in their pockets through their natural income. 
Unskilled workers need hope and support that the American Dream can be achieved, and that the 
government needs to show that progress is being made on the damages of wage inequality in the 
nation. 

Students arose questions that paralleled state critics to the recent state law, such as the 
discrepancies between upstate and urban economies and their respective wages, and the impact 
on small businesses. In regards to the former, Heastie stated that although he wanted a flat wage 
of $15 across the state, his party had to compromise, realizing the strong Republican push to 
appeal to the differences in standards of living and COLA in upstate NY from NYC. In terms of 
the latter, Heastie was confident that regardless of the size of the business, any rise in minimum 
wage will increase circulation of spending money, and thus lower costs for smaller businesses. 
New York residents in more rural areas are dependent on these “Mom and Pop” stores, and 
eventually the whole state will benefit, even if there are different rises in the floor. 

During the debate, students recognized possible short-term struggles of raising the 
minimum wage. Arguments entertained the possibility that rising wages could drive prices 
upward, thus lowering the demand for labor simultaneously, eliminating many low-skilled jobs 
that both lower-class laborers and young people rely on. For smaller businesses, managers could 
find it harder to hire more workers as wages increase. In contrast, some noted that many states 
saw an increase of employment and no significant signs of economic downturn after raising 
minimum wages, and that historically, rising wages help increase productivity through increased 
spending, thus allowing employers to pay the new wages. 



In addition, students were concerned that jobs could be sent overseas or erased due to 
automation and advancing technology, thus substituting domestic human labor. Cheaper labor in 
third world countries could offer an alternative, especially for retail chains, such as Walmart and 
Target. However, especially in New York, the minimum wage was partly targeted at aiding the 
restaurant industry, and students found that it would be difficult to outsource service jobs. 
Students also entertained the point of raising the minimum wage above $15 and shoot for higher 
standards of living, which was countered by the rational notion that wages follow a normal 
distribution and have their limits for maximum efficiency. 
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