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Support for new district maps built on promise

Good government groups back amendment to way lines drawn

By Jimmy Vielkind
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ALBANY — Two good-government groups gave their blessing to a proposed constitutional amendment Monday, offering cover to legislators who promised to change New York's redistricting system and an air of legitimacy to Gov. Andrew Cuomo as he moves away from an earlier threat to veto work that arose from the current system.

Lines are now drawn by LATFOR, a legislative task force controlled jointly by Democrats who dominate the Assembly and Republicans who hold a one-seat majority in the Senate. Because of its self-serving structure, LATFOR's work has been criticized for protecting incumbents. Cuomo himself called a set of maps it drew in January "hyper political."

But the governor moved closer to approving a second set of LATFOR-drawn maps coupled with a constitutional amendment and, he said, hopefully a new law that would serve as a sort of insurance policy. He expressed concern that the amendment alone would give legislators to the power to amend maps produced by the new independent commission after they reject it twice, but said it is "exciting in the reform it poses." He said the new set of lines shows "progress" from the earlier draft.

Representatives of the Citizens Union and League of Women Voters lauded the deal, saying it's the first time representatives of each legislative majority had coalesced around a redistricting reform.

"This is an issue we've been involved with for many decades," said Sally Robinson of the League of Women Voters. "We think that this constitutional amendment, overall, makes real progress in moving us to be one of the most progressive states in the country."

The amendment as currently drafted would create a 10-member panel, with members of each legislative conference appointing members who cannot be legislators, lobbyists, party officials or their friends. They would appoint co-executive directors. A vote of seven members would be required to advance a proposal to state legislators.

The amendment would enshrine several redistricting criteria into the State Constitution: compactness, contiguity and the provisions of the federal Voting Rights Act. It would still allow for up to 10 percent in population deviation among districts, but would require explanations for any swing. It would force the new independent panel to consider "communities of interest," but doesn't define what they are.

Another provision in the amendment that would require a super majority of legislators to give final passage to lines if both houses of the Legislature are controlled by the same party. This would, essentially, advantage and protect Republicans who now control the Senate if Democrats ever re-took the chamber.

Sen. Mike Gianaris, D-Queens, attacked this aspect of the proposal as well as the ability of legislators to amend whatever the panel proposes. Dadey said restrictions to that power would come in the separate statute, but such a law would be easier to amend in the future compared to a constitutional change.

Indeed, representatives from NYPIRG and Common Cause indicated they could not support the amendment in its current form. NYPIRG pointed to the lack of stricter population criteria. Common Cause's Susan Lerner cited similar concerns to Gianaris.

"We have lost track of the fact that the legislature is supposed to work for us," she said. "Reform is not what the legislature is willing, begrudgingly, to put up with. If what they are willing to do does not satisfy the requirements of the public then it's incumbent on us to say not good enough, do it again, better."
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