[image: image1.png]




New lines draw veto threat

Court review likely of redistricting as governor says the work of a legislative panel is unacceptable

By JIMMY VIELKIND

January 28, 2012

ALBANY — New state legislative districts were unveiled Thursday amid a fusillade of criticism — including an unprecedented veto threat by Gov. Andrew Cuomo.

Cuomo's verdict came in a terse statement a few hours after the lines, which must be redrawn every 10 years to conform to the new federal Census, arrived at 2 p.m.

"At first glance, these lines are simply unacceptable and would be vetoed by the governor," said spokesman Josh Vlasto. "We need a better process and product."

New lines have been drawn by LATFOR, which is jointly controlled by Democrats who dominate the Assembly and Republicans who hold a bare 32-seat majority in the Senate. By long tradition, the majority party draws lines in its own house.

The process has long been criticized by good-government groups. In 2010, former New York City Mayor Ed Koch asked lawmakers to pledge to reform the system, and most — including Cuomo and Senate Republican leader Dean Skelos — signed on.

"Today, victory lies with the enemies of reform," Koch said in a statement.

Over the afternoon, good-government groups offered critiques of the new lines. Among their criticisms:

State law allows a 10 percent variation between districts, which ideally contain 129,089 residents per Assembly member or 307,356 per senator. An analysis by Bill Mahoney of the New York Public Interest Research Group found 50 of the 63 proposed Senate districts are more than 3 percent from the target (compared to none in 1992 and 19 in 2002); only three were within 1 percent of the target, compared to 47 in 1992 and 11 in 2002.

Mahoney said Senate districts upstate, where Republicans predominate, were drawn on the lighter end — to maximize the number of senators. Downstate areas that typically elect Democrats were "heavier," meaning fewer representatives.

"While judging this set of proposed maps by this yardstick, the Senate's maps are clearly the most gerrymandered lines in recent New York history," said Mahoney.

Two areas on Long Island with high concentrations of racial minorities — African-Americans in North Hempstead and Latinos in Islip-Brentwood — are once again split among three and four Senate districts. During LATFOR's public hearings, members of the minority community argued this practice, known as "cracking," diluted their chance at representation and violates federal requirements.

Population growth on Long Island necessitated the shift of one Assembly district from New York City. But the district was "kidnapped" from upstate, according to Common Cause Executive Director Susan Lerner, to preserve the amount of districts in New York City. There are now 64 seats in the five boroughs — only two of which are represented by Republicans. It is the power base of Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver, D-Manhattan. There would be 63 districts upstate, 64 in New York and 22 on Long Island under the proposal.

As first reported by the New York Daily News, three pairs of incumbent Democratic senators now reside in the same districts: Eric Adams and Velmanette Montgomery, both of Brooklyn; Mike Gianaris and Jose Peralta; and Toby Ann Stavisky and Tony Avella in Queens.

"You have six Democrats sharing districts and zero Republicans. ... It's hard to make any rational argument that that's not targeted at me," said Gianaris, who also chairs the Senate Democratic Campaign Committee.

Sen. Mike Nozzolio, a Seneca County Republican who is LATFOR's co-chair, said the Democratic pair-ups were the result of creating a majority Asian-American district centered on Flushing, Queens, and a district centered on Borough Park, Brooklyn, with a high concentration of Hasidic Jews.

"You have to maintain communities of interest, you have to comply with federal and state constitutions and the Voting Rights Act," he said in an interview with Karen DeWitt set to air on Friday's edition of WMHT's "New York Now." "I think the carping from the Senate Democrats is just that ... and the numbers are the numbers, and those are what rule the day."

A 63rd Senate district cleaves Albany County in two for the first time in New York state history. The new district stretches from Kingston and other, Democrat-leaning parts of Ulster County to Montgomery County along the Mohawk River. Its creation takes Democrats out of the Hudson Valley districts currently represented by Republican Sens. Bill Larkin and John Bonacic.

Assemblyman Jack McEneny, an Albany Democrat and LATFOR co-chair, defended the process.

"The same people who (criticized LATFOR) before the lines were drawn are being consistent, and it all depends on what your definition of gerrymander is, and nobody has a good one," he said. "There will always be changes based on public reaction. Do I think they will be drastic? No."

The next steps will be muddy. Public hearings on the state legislative lines begin Monday in Albany, and they will be revised.

Cuomo said he wanted a better process than the existing system, which is "by definition, and unduly political process that by definition will render unduly political lines."

Before the release of the lines, Cuomo seemed to be keeping himself open to accommodation with the Legislature.

He chose not to use the word "veto" during 12 minutes of questions about redistricting, and acknowledged his aides are negotiating with legislative leaders over pairing improved lines drawn by LATFOR with a constitutional amendment, which could not become law until 2013, and can't affect this redistricting cycle, to escape his veto.

"Let's see how it plays out. My point all along has been, I want a better product and a better process. I don't know where it ends," Cuomo said Thursday. "I'm sure this is going to wind up in the courts anyway. ... So my position is going to be to wait and see."
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