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Judge's remap creates dilemma for Hochul

Democrat could challenge Higgins or run in more-Republican district

By Jerry Zremski 

Updated: March 7, 2012, 12:34 AM 

 WASHINGTON — Rep. Kathleen C. Hochul, D-Amherst, would find herself in a terrible bind if state legislators in Albany can't agree on a House redistricting plan, and a judge's remap, unveiled Tuesday, becomes final.

Hochul could choose to run in a new district that doesn't include Amherst, where she moved after winning a special election last May, but does include even more Republicans than her current district.

Or she could choose to run in a new district that combines Amherst with Buffalo and other Democratic bastions where she would have to run against an old and good friend, Rep. Brian Higgins of Buffalo, in a Democratic primary.

Hochul's dilemma highlighted the remap unveiled by U.S. Magistrate Judge Roanne Mann in Brooklyn, but there were other significant local changes:

* Metro Buffalo would go from having three members of Congress to two, as the district represented by Rep. Louise M. Slaughter, D-Fairport, would go away in favor of a Rochester-based district.

* The resulting two Buffalo-area districts would be more sharply partisan — and presumably less competitive — than they are now. The one including Buffalo would be more strongly Democratic than now, while the one surrounding the metro area would be more heavily Republican.

* Rep. Tom Reed, a Corning Republican elected with tea party support, would find himself representing a sprawling Southern Tier district that would lean Republican but would include the strongly Democratic Ithaca area.

Mann's plan, released in federal court in Brooklyn, could become the final map unless the State Legislature agrees to a plan of its own.

That's what happened in 2002 and 1992. Both times, the Legislature, appalled by a judge's proposal that left some incumbents in electoral danger, ended up taking back the reapportionment issue and agreeing on a compromise map.

That's what Sheldon Silver, speaker of the Democratic-led Assembly, wants to do now. "I think maybe what the judge did was maybe give us the impetus or the template to make the necessary deals," he told reporters in Albany.

"The congressional lines got a lot clearer today, and we have to evaluate what happens," he added.

The Legislature believes it has until the middle of next week to cut its own deal on the congressional lines before a three-judge federal panel reviews Mann's proposal.

Democrats and Republicans alike want changes in the judge's plans, and in the end the Legislature, as an institution, never wants an outsider deciding an issue that lawmakers believe is their domain.

Nevertheless, Republicans sought to put on a happy face after the judge unveiled her proposed congressional map several days earlier than expected.

"All in all, in upstate, we're very happy with what the judge put forward," said Sen. Michael Nozzolio, a Finger Lakes-area Republican who is the Senate GOP appointee to the legislative panel trying to reach a compromise on the congressional lines.

He said Mann's maps were very similar to what the GOP proposed for upstate, such as keeping counties whole "and ensuring fairness in districts that don't lead to one party over another."

In Washington, meanwhile, Republicans were privately thrilled at what the judge's map does to Hochul, who would be in more trouble than any incumbent in upstate New York under the proposal.

Hochul, who spent the day focused on a Pentagon proposal to cut nearly 850 jobs at the Niagara Falls Air Reserve Station, declined to comment. "It's not a day to talk politics," Hochul said. "I'm worried about 850 jobs, not my own."

Originally a Hamburg resident, Hochul moved to Amherst after winning a special election in the current 26th District in May.

But under Mann's remap, Amherst would be part of a strongly Democratic district that would include Buffalo, Higgins' home base, as well as Niagara Falls, the Tonawandas, Grand Island, Cheektowaga, West Seneca and Lackawanna.

Overall, Democrats would have a 13-point partisan advantage in that district, according to information provided by a knowledgeable source that has researched voting patterns in the past two presidential elections.

If the judge's plan were to become final, Hochul could either challenge Higgins in that district or run in the new 27th District where Republicans have a 7 percentage point advantage.

That district includes Hochul's former longtime base of Hamburg along with the remaining rural and suburban towns of Erie County and rural Niagara County. Orleans, Genesee, Wyoming, Livingston and Ontario counties also would be part of that district, as would slivers of western and southern Monroe County.

Hochul would fare far better under either the Democratic Assembly remap or the Senate Republicans' alternative, both of which were unveiled last week.

While presenting radically different districts for Hochul, the judge's plan is similar to those offered by the Senate and Assembly in that it moves Slaughter's district far to the east, centering it on the city of Rochester.

While that is Slaughter's longtime political base, her new district — the 25th — would not be nearly as politically friendly as her current territory, which connects Rochester, Niagara Falls and parts of Buffalo via a narrow strip of land along Lake Ontario.

The Democratic advantage that Slaughter enjoys now would be cut by two-thirds, to 5 points.

That's exactly the point where political pros in Washington consider a district to be competitive, meaning Slaughter could be vulnerable to a challenge from a popular Rochester-area Republican such as Monroe County Executive Maggie Brooks.

In contrast, both the remaining Buffalo-area districts would be above the 5 percentage point threshold and therefore outside the competitive range, while the new Southern Tier district would be well within it.

In fact, the new 23rd District, which Reed represents, would be the most competitive in Western New York, with Republicans holding a mere 3 percentage point advantage.

That's because the district was expanded to include Democratic-leaning Chautauqua County and the Democratic stronghold of Ithaca.

Not only would Reed's new district include more Democrats, it would also touch on four media markets: Buffalo, Rochester, Syracuse and Elmira. That would make any campaign in the district more costly.

The state has to cut its number of congressional seats from 29 to 27 to accommodate national shifts in population.

Like the partisan plans released last week, the judge's offering reduces the number of House districts in the state by eliminating the Catskills/Binghamton-area district of retiring Democratic Rep. Maurice Hinchey. Mann's plan also eliminates the Queens-Brooklyn district of Republican Rep. Bob Turner.

But unlike the Democratic Assembly and the Republican Senate, Mann — a Democrat — made no special effort to protect incumbents.

Mann strived to combine similar communities into contiguous districts, and the results drew praise from Common Cause/NY, which has been pushing for a nonpartisan redistricting plan.

"Mann's proposal is a vast improvement over the self-serving interests of the Legislature and reflects many of Common Cause's core principles in its design," the good government group said, calling Mann's offering "a fair map which prioritizes communities of interest and reflects the regional makeup of New York State."
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