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Redistricting drags on, with House and legislative races at stake

By Kyle Hughes NYSNYS News

March 11, 2012

ALBANY — After months of foot dragging and delay, the end may be near for redistricting in New York state.

Federal Magistrate Roann Mann of Brooklyn has drawn new Congressional district lines to reduce the size of New York's delegation from 29 to 27, reflecting the state's stagnating population. The court is on track to put the new lines into law by March 20, the first day that nominating petitions can be circulated in House races.

In Assembly and Senate races, legislators are under pressure to act soon, if only to avoid the prospect of three separate primaries – presidential, Congressional and legislative – costing local governments tens of million of dollars to stage. Whether they will is anyone's guess.

Redistricting dragging on for months is the norm. In 1982, it lasted until July. And in both 1992 and 2002, until June. But this time may be different because of Gov. Andrew Cuomo, who wields far more political power than Hugh Carey did in 1982, or Mario Cuomo in 1992 and George Pataki in 2002. In the 15 months he has served, Cuomo has demonstrated a remarkable ability to make the Legislature to do his bidding.

Cuomo calls the current Senate and Assembly redistricting plans hyper-partisan and hyper-political. He has threatened to veto those lines, a move that would likely clear the way for a federal court to determine voting district lines. His other option is to work out a compromise on redistricting, tying it to a constitutional amendment to change the process when it next rolls around in 2020.

What this means for New Yorkers depends mostly on where they live. The majority won't be dramatically affected one way or the other, as familiar names will be on the November ballot in districts that are not drastically different from what came before. But some big changes could result.

In House races, the downsizing of the House delegation was reflected in Mann's lines in the districts now represented by Rep. Maurice Hinchey in the Catskills region and Rep. Bob Turner in New York City.

The plan splits up Hinchey's district, with a new district centered in the lower Hudson Valley. A number of potential candidates are looking to run there, including Scott Murphy, who served one term as Kristen Gillibrand's successor before losing to Chris Gibson in a nearby district. Turner's district is also split, and his Queens residence would be located in a predominantly minority voter district now represented by Rep. Greg Meeks.

Republicans think they have a strong shot at defeating several Democratic incumbent House members in newly drawn districts. Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos (R-Nassau County) identified those vulnerable Democrats this week as Kathy Hochul of Erie County, Louise Slaughter of Monroe County, Bill Owens of Plattsburgh, and Tim Bishop of Long Island.

That has Democrats in New York and Washington worried, giving Cuomo another reason to try to work out a compromise rather than let a judge take over. Republicans also have a problem in central New York, where Rep. Ann Marie Buerkle may be in trouble because of the new lines.

In legislative redistricting, little change is expected in the Assembly, where Democrats hold a decisive majority of seats. As a result, some Republican Assembly members saw their districts elongated, severed or otherwise changed in the lines drawn by the majority.

The Senate is a different story, thanks to a plan to add a 63rd seat in the Albany area. Should it come to pass, the favorite to win that seat is Assemblyman George Amedore, a Schenectady area Republican who was improbably catapulted into the Legislature just months after his family's home building business was included in episodes of ABC-TV's "Extreme Makeover – Home Edition" in 2007.

Senate Republicans are scrambling to maintain their narrow majority and are focusing in particular on the re-election of Sen. Mark Grisanti of Buffalo, a freshman legislator who is seeking another term in a district heavy with Democrats. Grisanti's problems include his participation in a bar fight at the Seneca Indian Niagara gambling casino.

Back in the Albany area, Sen. Roy McDonald of Saratoga County is facing a likely primary challenge from Assemblyman Steve McLaughlin, a Rensselaer County Republican. McDonald is under fire for backing Cuomo's tax hike on the wealthy in December, and for voting for Cuomo's gay marriage bill in June. In profanity laced tirade about the bill last, McDonald declared to reporters: "(Expletive), I don't care what you think. I'm trying to do the right thing. I'm tired of Republican-Democrat politics. They can take the job and shove it."

The League of Women Voters and other groups are urging Cuomo to work out a deal to fundamentally change redistricting, ending gerrymandering and other manipulations designed to help incumbents stay in power. Justin Levitt, a Loyola Law School professor in Los Angeles and a redistricting expert, says Cuomo has a cudgel at hand to get the Legislature to act.

"The governor should use his leverage to drive an epic compromise," Levitt wrote in an op-ed published by the Buffalo News. "One step back, but two steps forward. The step back: Allow legislators with a short-term focus on the fall to preserve the status quo for one last gasp of a map. The two steps forward: Force those same politicians – who all think that 10 years from now, they will either be retired or in the White House – to give up their stranglehold on the redistricting process for the future. It would be a generational trade with a very long trail of dividends. With this bargain, Cuomo could go a long way toward breaking the cycle of self-interest that prompted his veto threat."

Bill Mahoney of the New York Public Interest Research Group said this week the typical pattern set in previous redistricting processes has been for the governor and Legislature to avoid making decisions until the last minute, just as the courts intervene. Only then are they able to come together to act.

"That's kind of the kick needed to get everybody on the same page and finish their product," Mahoney said Friday.
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