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Role offered for BU students in state redistricting process

Participants can redraw lawmakers' districts

By Debbie Swartz 

October 19, 2011
VESTAL -- Binghamton University students received a lesson on New York state redistricting and an incentive to get involved in the process Tuesday.

With more than two dozen people in attendance, a panel of experts on redistricting practices informed students about a project that would let them redraw state legislative district lines and submit them to a contest. The 2012 New York Redistricting Project allows students access to an online program that allows participants to redraw Senate and Assembly district lines.

"Similar projects have been done in other parts of the country," said Costas Panagopoulos, a professor at Fordham University, which helped create the contest in New York.

A $1,000 prize for the winners of both map contests is the incentive, but some maps may end up being chosen to go to elected state officials.

"We can really show there's a better way to do this," said Michael McDonald, a professor at George Mason University.

Redistricting is a very partisan action, he said, adding that sometimes an elected official will change lines to get rid of a competitor or to raise the number of district voters in his or her party.

"Redistricting is not really in the interest of the public," he said. "It has pernicious effects."

Gov. Andrew Cuomo has pushed a program that allows a non-partisan redistricting commission to handle the maps, but it wasn't picked up by the Senate, said Barbara Bartoletti, legislative director for the League of Women Voters of New York, which agrees with the program.

To create a map, individuals need to determine what factors they will look at, said BU professor Michael McDonald, who is no relation to the George Mason professor. Representations of various groups and population deviations are factors students can take into account when coming up with maps. But, with too many factors, it will be tough to maximize on all of them simultaneously, McDonald said.

"We need to decide on the standard before we can determine fairness," he said.
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