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Silver: Lawmakers ‘unlikely’ to agree on congressional map

Jon Campbell 

March 14, 2012

ALBANY -- State lawmakers are "unlikely" to come to a deal on mapping out New York's 27 congressional districts before a court acts, Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver said Tuesday.

A federal magistrate judge late Monday issued her final recommendation for paring New York's congressional delegation from 29 to 27, making only small tweaks to a draft plan she unveiled last week. 

The magistrate's plan will be put to a public hearing in Brooklyn on Thursday, after which a panel of three federal judges could decide to accept her map.

Gov. Andrew Cuomo has indicated that he would approve the new district lines for the state Legislature if lawmakers adopt a law to create an independent redistricting panel in the future.

As for Congress, the Senate and Assembly could still come to a deal of their own before U.S. Magistrate Roanne Mann's lines likely take effect. Lawmakers said a compromise was still elusive.

Silver, a Manhattan Democrat, said negotiations with Senate Republicans continued Tuesday, but said it may be too late.

"We have been talking about it, but I don't know if it's possible," Silver told reporters.

Minutes before a midnight deadline Monday, Mann released three changes to her draft map, with the most significant tweaks occurring in Brooklyn.

In the Finger Lakes region, the Livingston County towns of Ossian and Nunda would be shifted from a district spanning the Southern Tier to one in rural western New York. The Ontario County town of Naples, which had been entirely in the rural Monroe district, would be split between the two districts.

Meanwhile, Mann made a clerical change at the Monroe/Genesee County line, moving a small swath of farmland from the Rochester-centric district currently represented by Rep. Louise Slaughter, D-Fairport. That patch of land, between the towns of Sweden and Bergen, would be included in the rural western New York district.

A federal court in Brooklyn tapped Mann to interject in the state's congressional redistricting process after state lawmakers had stalled on taking action on their own.

Her plan made several major changes to the state's current district landscape to pare New York's congressional delegation from 29 to 27, because the state's slow rate of growth shown in the 2010 census. It would carve up the Southern Tier/mid-Hudson Valley district of retiring Rep. Maurice Hinchey, D-Hurley, and the Queens district of Rep. Bob Turner, a Republican.

After Mann's final recommendation was unveiled, Turner announced Tuesday that he would seek the Republican nomination to challenge Democratic Sen. Kirsten Gillibrand.

Both Senate Republicans and Assembly Democrats submitted proposals of their own to Mann for her consideration. The GOP proposed eliminating Hinchey's district and placing Democratic Reps. Gary Ackerman and Carolyn McCarthy in the same Nassau County-based district, while the Assembly plan cut Hinchey and Turner's seats.

The panel of three federal judges will make a decision on whether to accept Mann's recommendations by March 20, when the petitioning process for potential congressional candidates begins.

Sen. Michael Nozzolio, R-Fayette, Seneca County, said Monday that little progress had been made on a potential deal. Nozzolio is the Senate Republicans' representative on the Legislature's redistricting committee.

"There have been some discussions, but there's no agreement," he said. "Time is running out."

Meanwhile, Silver said that a vote on new Senate and Assembly district lines will come "before the end of the week."

The Democratic-controlled Assembly and Republican-led Senate put out their final proposals for state legislative lines earlier this week. But Cuomo has vowed to veto them unless lawmakers pass both a constitutional amendment and a law to make the once-a-decade redistricting process more independent.

A proposed amendment was released Sunday night, but an agreement has yet to be reached on the law. Cuomo said the law would plug any holes left by the proposed constitutional change and act as an insurance policy if the amendment falls through. Any change to the state constitution requires passage by consecutively elected Legislatures and a vote of the public.

"To end the madness, change the constitution," Cuomo said on public radio's The Capitol Pressroom. "The three legs of the stool here are constitutional amendment, better lines and a statute that actually makes sure the Legislature does what they say they are going to do."
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