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Commentary
Representative democracy is possible, N.Y.

By JACOB DRUM

February 16, 2012

From the Bronx to Buffalo, barely visible lines drawn into alien shapes have invaded communities across New York. A dragon with one claw in Manhattan sweeps residents from Long Island to East Brooklyn under its power. The cartoonish silhouette of a gangster decides the fates of citizens from the farms of central New York to Scarface Mountain, deep in the Adirondacks.

These shapes are logical manifestations of representative democracy, as the state Legislature practices it. The unnatural contours of New York's legislative and congressional district maps are the product of political trade-offs and design-by-compromise. Worse than any aesthetic defects, a partisan redistricting process favors incumbency over community, politicians over representatives.

It turns out that once you remove the party lines from the district lines, the only goals that should really matter — fairness and common sense — becomes surprisingly easy to achieve.

That's what I learned, at least, after participating in Fordham University's 2012 New York Redistricting Competition (http://www.redistrictny.org). Using open-source mapping software called DistrictBuilder (http://districtbuilder.org), student teams submitted plans to redraw the state's legislative district lines.

Our team of six first-year law students at the University at Buffalo decided to give it a shot. Because the 2010 census data means New York will lose two congressional seats in this year's elections, we decided to draw a congressional map, too.

We identified three main goals: preserving communities of common social and socioeconomic culture, retaining or encouraging political competitiveness and untangling impractical district lines from the existing map.

When addressing the first issue, we realized that drawing congressional district lines based on common cultural communities helped meet our other goals. Cultural communities face similar issues and they do so with a common political and historical background for the choices they make. They read the same newspapers; their children compete against one another in high school sports.

We wanted to construct congressional district lines that would provide representation that reflects those common bonds. Simultaneously, we ended up with districts that were more competitive than the old map.

For example, we drew an Adirondack region district, comprising almost the whole of the Adirondack Park. The communities in this district share common concerns like natural preservation, tourism- and outdoor-activity-based economies and a generally rural but nonagricultural lifestyle.

Though it is a large district, the populations at its farthest corners — from Watertown to Plattsburgh to Lake George — share more in common with one another than they often do with their closest neighbors to the south. This is a district that just makes sense, and it wound up being more competitive than the old district in that area.

When you remove partisan politics from redistricting, what remains is a map based on the real-life goals and needs of a state as diverse as New York. The people of this state are proud of where they come from and they deserve political representation that reflects their goals, not an attempt to preserve the status quo.

While it may be naive to think the Legislature will take suggestions like these into account as they prepare to release their district maps, I hope our map can serve as an example: truly representative democracy is possible.

Whether it is politically feasible is up to you and, for the moment, your state legislators.

Jacob Drum is a 2002 graduate of Shaker High School and a first-year student at the University at Buffalo Law School.
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