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Senate redistricting plan causing concern

Written by Jill Terreri 

February 7, 2012  

For a state legislator, representing a region's largest employer is usually a good thing, especially when it means being able to appear at groundbreakings and job creation announcements.

But in Monroe County, the University of Rochester, regarded as a bright spot in the local economy, has been drawn into a Senate district based 70 miles away. If proposed district lines are enacted, it will be a Buffalo-area senator who will represent the university and its medical center.

"It takes our largest employer and gives it to a senator who lives in Amherst, who may be a very nice gentleman but is (in) no position to represent the communities of interest that are here," said Mayor Thomas Richards.

Under the proposal, a large part of Rochester, including the 19th Ward and the Greater Rochester International Airport, would be drawn into the 61st Senate District, which would include wealthy areas in suburban Erie County and farms in Genesee County. It would be represented by Sen. Michael Ranzenhofer, R-Amherst, Erie County.

UR President Joel Seligman did not greet the Senate lines with enthusiasm last month when they were announced.

"It is bizarre for the University of Rochester to be potentially represented by a state senator who lives in Buffalo," Seligman told a local television station.

"We are not a Buffalo suburb — we have our pride."

Seligman was unavailable to comment on Monday.

In addition to the impact on UR, the plan is causing frustration for city officials and Democrats in Rochester's state delegation, among others, because of how it divides communities of color.

Assemblyman David Gantt, D-Rochester, said he is considering a lawsuit if the lines are adopted, and Councilman Adam McFadden started an online petition on Monday to oppose the lines.

"It clearly ought to be people with common causes in the district together," Gantt said. "When you take people, many of whom are in poverty ... (and) you put them together with ultra conservatives on the other side of the state? It's crazy."

If the plan is signed into law, it would divide the city — and communities of color — into three districts, as it had been in the past, though the portion represented by an out-of-town senator would grow.

"To me that's blatantly racist and gerrymandering and it's just wrong," said McFadden, who noted a Rochester resident probably couldn't win in districts where the city has been carved up and diluted in districts anchored elsewhere.

The State Legislature's process of drawing new district lines has drawn sharp criticism this year for being heavily gerrymandered, especially in the Senate, where Republicans are trying to maintain their two-seat majority in a state with twice as many registered Democrats as Republicans. Gov. Andrew Cuomo has said he will veto the lines, and good government groups have criticized Senate Republicans for reversing themselves on a pledge they signed last summer to commit to an independent process.

"The problem here is these people who are representing the very significant parts of the city and county, their interest is going to lie elsewhere," said Richards, who noted that the Rochester Institute of Technology in Henrietta would be represented by Buffalo-area Senate Republican Patrick Gallivan of Eden, Erie County, who is also slated to represent Wheatland. "We feel we've been badly mistreated here."

The changes were made to accommodate population losses in the Buffalo area, which caused districts like Ranzenhofer's to move east, said Senate Majority spokesman Scott Reif, who added that public comment on the lines is being collected for possible changes. Sen. James Alesi, R-Perinton, said his 55th District actually picked up about 45,000 city residents, even as it was stretched into Ontario County, and that he will continue to represent the entire city's interests.

UR's River Campus and Medical Center, for example, were split in the Senate, and represented by Alesi and Sen. Joseph Robach, R-Greece, for the last 10 years. "I take good care of the entire city, along with the others," Alesi said.

In a statement, Robach said he would continue to work with stakeholders that impact the region and noted that he will still represent more city residents than other senators.

Assemblyman Joseph Morelle, D-Irondequoit, the county Democratic chairman, questioned why Alesi and Robach didn't speak up when the lines were being drawn.

Ranzenhofer, whose law firm maintains a Rochester office, said he represents smaller cities now: Batavia, Genesee County and Tonawanda, Erie County, and doesn't think it will be an issue to add part of Rochester, he said.

On the Assembly side, Assemblyman Harry Bronson, D-Rochester, is slated to represent UR's Medical Center while Gantt would represent the River Campus and Morelle would represent the South Campus.

Ranzenhofer would represent the State University of New York at Buffalo and UR, two major research universities, one public, one private.

UB didn't seemed concerned, according to a statement from Assistant Vice President for Media Relations John DellaContrada, who noted that many representatives have multiple colleges and universities in their districts.

Sen. George Maziarz, R-Newfane, Niagara County, represents a small part of the city, but that part of his district would be eliminated under the proposal.
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