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Editorial

Honest redistricting

If Senate won't keep promise, Cuomo must be ready to veto

By News Editorial Board 

Published: April 13, 2011, 11:02 PM
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And how did we get here? Again.

Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos of Nassau County backed away from his endorsement of Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo's program and from his own pledge to support independent redistricting. Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver has lent his support on the matter by sponsoring the governor's proposal. The vast majority of the Assembly has signed on as sponsors.

The clock is running out. An independent commission needs to be in place to develop draft lines by the start of next year in order to have an impact.

Thus far, lawmakers are proceeding with what looks like a business-as-usual approach -- one that gives lawmakers the power to choose their voters before voters ever get to choose them. It's a corrupt system and, indeed, Cuomo has pledged to veto a redistricting bill produced with politics in mind. He should keep his pen ready.

Granted, Senate Republicans moved a constitutional amendment to change the state's redistricting process. Had this been done a few years ago, it might have counted as an important first step. Instead it can only be viewed as an effort to derail reform.

It's true that a constitutional amendment is the best way to fix New York State's current system. The state constitution enshrines the Legislature's power over the process and includes a host of outdated provisions. They need to be changed.

But amending the state's constitution requires passage of the proposal by two successive legislatures and approval by a vote of the people -- which can't occur until 2013 under the best of circumstances. It's too late for the 2012 elections. Hence, Skelos' support. He is engaged in a stalling tactic meant to preserve the system in which lawmakers cynically draw lines to protect incumbents from the wrath of voters.

Skelos' calculation appears to be this: Senate Republicans cannot maintain their majority if they honestly face voters in what is, to be sure, a left-leaning state. Thus, he is willing to risk the wrath of voters who might be angry that he backed away from his pledge in order to maintain the corrupt system that helps to protect him from the wrath of voters.

But he and his colleagues think too little of New Yorkers, especially upstaters who are fed up with runaway taxes and an economy that continually sputters. If they can't find a message in there that voters would want to hear, they should close up shop and go fishing.

Several plans are circulating that would ensure independent redistricting. Besides Cuomo's are several sponsored by Assemblyman Mark J.F. Schroeder, D-Buffalo, one of which emulates Iowa's well-regarded process. Fellow Assembly members have put forth similar bills. Do it by legislation this year and then amend the constitution for redistricting in 2021. But get going. It's late in the game.

And it's an unfortunate circumstance following the diligent work done last year by former New York City Mayor Ed Koch, who secured pledges of support for independent redistricting from many senators, including Skelos and the Western New York delegation. Now they're reneging. This is one promise they shouldn't be allowed to break.

There's still time, albeit short, for both houses to act and sign on to the governor's plan. In the meantime, as we noted, Cuomo has pledged to veto any politically motivated redistricting bill. He, too, needs to be prepared to keep his promise. The days of gerrymandered election districts in New York have to be over.
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Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver, left, and Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo, center, continue to support independent redistricting, but Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos, R-Nassau County, has backed away from his pledge of support.
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