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Citizens Union: End LATFOR’s ‘Rigged Process’ (Update)

By Nick Reisman
November 21, 2011 at 11:53 am
Citizens Union today released a lengthy report making the case for an independent redistricting commission, arguing that there’s still time to set up the panel before 2012 elections.

The good-government advocacy group has formed a 37-member coalition of community organizations that is making a renewed push — if not a last-minute Hail Mary pass — for an independent commission by laying out how the current process has kept majorities in power and shut out challengers.

From the report:

“The campaign’s goal is simple: creation of an independent commission to draw state legislative and congressional district boundaries according to fair and objective criteria while allowing for robust public input into the process. The members of ReShapeNY, like New Yorkers across the state, have joined in calling for legislative action before the 2012 elections to create a new redistricting paradigm.”
Reform groups have long argued that the state’s system of redistricting — controlled entirely by a panel of state lawmakers — is an unfair system that is designed to keep incumbent parties in power while marginalizing challengers.

The report points to the state Legislature’s high rate of re-election for incumbents, including the 2006 cycle in which 100 percent were re-elected.

“Between 1968 and 2010, competition in New York State legislative general election contests diminished greatly, with the average margin of victory increasing from 33 percent to 51 percent. An all‐time low in competitiveness was reached in 2004, with the average margin of victory at 63 percent.”
Gov. Andrew Cuomo has vowed to veto lines drawn by the Legislative Task Force on Demographic Research and Reapportionment, also known as LATFOR. However, Cuomo has also said that a veto would create “chaos” by sending the process to the courts (and, subsequently, out of the governor’s control). 
Senate Democrats are pushing for an indepdent commision — a move that given their enrollment advantage in New York would likely help the conference re-capture the majority. Republicans, who hold a narrow 32-30 majority in the Senate (yes, I’m counting the IDC as Democrats, deal with it), approved a constitutional amendment for an independent redistricting process, but that would not take practical effect until 2022.

The Democratic conference seized on the Citizens Union report:

“Today’s report is only necessary because Senate Republicans broke their own promises of reform. People across New York are sick and tired of status quo politicians who promise one thing to get elected but do nothing once in office,” said spokesman Mike Murphy. “Senate Republicans came to office promising change but unfortunately delivered more of their same old Albany.”
Update: A reader emails to note that Senate Democrats had their chance during their two-year stint in the majority to approve independent redistricting, but did not. And the reader reminded me of then-Senate Majority Leader Malcolm Smith’s statement/gaffe in which he vowed to redistrict the Republicans “into oblivion.” 

It’s also worth noting that good-government groups have been split on the issue. While Citizens Union continues to push for the independent commission, Common Cause New York’s Susan Lerner wrote a Times Union op/ed that noted time to set up an independent panel has run out.

While it’s clear that, all things being equal, a truly independent commission is the best procedure, we no longer believe that pursuing such a strategy to the exclusion of other important factors is realistic.

Citizens Union Executive Director Dick Dadey will be a guest on the show tonight at 8 p.m., with the replay at 11:30.
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