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Ossining may be lumped in with Rockland under redistricting plan

by Gerald McKinstry

February 21, 2012

OSSINING — Maria Ciobuca is puzzled why state lawmakers, in their attempts to reshape New York’s political boundaries, carved Ossining out of Westchester County and put it with Rockland.

“It’s very bizarre,” the Ossining woman said recently after playing a round of bocce at the Joseph G. Caputo Community Center, noting how this post-industrial town’s demographics, economy and problems are far different than those across the Hudson River.

“It’s outrageous to put Ossining with Rockland. It’s a long way; it isn’t even near us. I don’t think people from Rockland know we exist.”

DISTRICT LOCATOR APP: Click here to enter your address and see how proposed redistricting would affect you and your neighbors

Ossining, a diverse and largely working-and-middle class town that is home to Sing Sing Correctional Facility, was redistricted out of Westchester and landed across the river. But it’s just one example from across the state of how gerrymandered and partisan this redistricting plan really is, good government advocates and civic leaders say.

They want a do-over and the way things are going they might just get it. Or they might just see some tweaks to the voting lines. The final boundaries haven’t been decided.

“What we’re seeing is a map that is drawn for incumbent protection,” Susan Lerner of Common Cause told The Journal News recently. “Shame on them. It’s such an indictment of the process.”

Common Cause and other groups, including the League of Women Voters of Westchester, want “better maps” and a “better process” – one that takes out the politics and puts it in the hands of an independent commission. They’re calling for a Constitutional amendment to require that.

Gov. Andrew Cuomo, who also backs such a change, has long called for independent redistricting and has pledged to veto this plan.

Statewide redistricting, which must be done every 10 years, was conducted by a state task force made up largely of legislators and has redrawn political boundaries for 213 legislative districts in the state Senate and Assembly.

While Congressional lines haven’t been shored-up yet, critics say it was done to help keep Republicans in control in the Senate and Democrats in control in the Assembly. Republicans now hold a slim 32-30 majority in the Senate and Democrats have 99 seats in the 150-member Assembly.

The process has long been knocked for its partisan nature; some critics said this year’s has crossed a line – the boundaries are among the most outrageous and gerrymandered they’ve ever seen, they say.

The League of Women Voters of New Rochelle last week issued a statement that said “this kind of gerrymandering leads to noncompetitive races and, many believe, more polarized government.”

They want the public to get involved.

In fact, a federal judge last week criticized state lawmakers for drawing new district lines and called for the appointment of a “special master” to draw the maps and make sure it complies with state and federal laws. State leaders say it’s premature for that.

Under the existing plan in this region, Ossining would join Rockland County.

The cities of Yonkers, New Rochelle and White Plains would each be split among two districts – 35 and 37 with seemingly more Democrats landing in 35 (which Democrat Andrea Stewart Cousins represents) and more Republicans joining 37 (a seat being vacated by Democrat Suzi Oppenheimer that is coveted by Republicans. They argue that there are still more Democrats in this district).

In another change, a short stretch of roadway, Lincoln Avenue in New Rochelle, actually crosses four senate districts, cutting through Pelham by the time it becomes East Lincoln Avenue in Mount Vernon, just a few miles away.

In District 40, now represented by Sen. Greg Ball, R-Patterson, the turf includes parts of Dutchess, Putnam and northern Westchester, though the lines go as far south as Mount Pleasant, one of Westchester’s most Republican enclaves.

Ed Koch, New York City’s former mayor who led a call for a nonpartisan process, wasn’t all too pleased that lawmakers signed pledges for independent redistricting and didn’t deliver on that promise.

“There were people who signed the pledges who were dishonorable and then said they weren’t going to honor them,” Koch said. “I am hopeful that the governor will veto, and that we will do all we can to get the honorable members who signed the pledges to sustain the veto.”

The changes are draft lines and will morph based on input given during public hearings, said Scott Reif, a spokesman for the Republican majority in the state Senate. But he said that most districts preserve three-fourths of what they were, and as a whole, this plan is “fair, legal and consistent with the Voting Rights Act.”

“We’ve always said we expect to make changes,” Reif said. Those changes could come soon, he said.

In District 38, Sen. David Carlucci, a Democrat from Rockland, would lose Haverstraw, Stony Point and part of Orange County, but would pick up Ossining in Westchester.

“There’s a lot of unanswered questions,” said Carlucci, a backer of a Constitutional amendment, who added that he’ll work for whatever constituencies he represents. “That’s why we need independent redistricting.”

Village of Ossining Mayor William Hanauer and Ossining Town Supervisor Susanne Donnelly said because so many people in their communities are minorities and have low-to-modest incomes, they have all sorts of needs, including in the schools. They didn’t think being part of a Rockland district would adequately address those problems.

“We are a unique community,” Donnelly said. “We need somebody in Albany who understands our community… You’re just spreading the senator too thin and not doing justice to the community.”

For Pat Zimballatti and his wife, Eve Cretara, an Ossining native who now lives in Croton-on-Hudson, the whole political situation is simply “a mess” and another reason why voters are disenfranchised.

“Forget it. I don’t trust anybody,” Cretara, 85, said of politicians. “They don’t need us. They don’t listen to us.”
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