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Speakers at public hearing urge defeat of Republican redistricting plan

Rick Moriarty/The Post-Standard 

April 14, 2011, 9:12 AM

Speakers at a public hearing Wednesday night lashed out at a proposed plan to redraw the Onondaga County Legislature’s election districts, accusing Republicans of trying to grab even more control of county government than they already have.

David Magnarelli, chairman of the Geddes Democratic Committee, said his town would be “carved up” into three legislative districts under the plan in an attempt to give Republicans an edge.

“I submit this is the reason people lose their faith in government,” he said at the hearing in the Legislature’s chambers at the county court house.

Sylvia Matousek, chair of the DeWitt Democratic Committee, said her town would be sliced up into parts of four odd-shaped districts, which she called a “jagged mess.”

“It looks a bit like a cartoon,” she said. “That makes bad government.”

Joan Johnson, public relations director for the Syracuse Metropolitan League of Women Voters, said the new election districts should have been drawn by an independent commission of county residents, not by the Republican-controlled county Reapportionment Commission.

“We are disappointed in the process,” she said.

Prior to the hearing, about 30 people from Onondaga County Democratic Committee, the National Action Network and other groups held a protest in the rain outside the courthouse. Vita DeMarchi, chair of the county Democratic Committee, said the votes of people in the city’s minority and poor neighborhoods would be diminished under the Republican plan by being mixed with wealthier neighborhoods in the city and the suburbs.

No one spoke in favor of the proposed plan during the hearing, though Republican lawmakers defended it afterward.

Republican Floor Leader Richard Lesniak, of Lysander, who has said he likely will not run for re-election this year, said it was not possible to avoid breaking up some towns into multiple districts because of their size and the need to give each district approximately an equal number of residents.

Lesniak said proposed districts that overlap the city’s borders with its suburbs actually create more districts with city residents in them, increasing the city’s voice in the Legislature.

The county is required to re-draw the districts every 10 years to reflect the most recent census data. But this year, the lines must also be changed to reflect the Legislature’s shrinkage from 19 to 17 seats next year. Voters in November approved the reduction.

Republican Party leaders say their plan would create a more metropolitan county government by making seven districts overlap the city’s boundaries with suburban towns. Currently, only three districts contain both city and suburban areas.

Democrats say the real goal of the plan is to create districts that improve the odds of Republican candidates getting elected.

Democrats have proposed their own plan, one they say more closely follows municipal borders and keeps city neighborhoods intact. But with Republicans holding a 12-7 majority in the Legislature, their plan, dubbed “Plan B,” stands little chance of approval when lawmakers vote in special session on Friday.

Democrats also are expected to propose allowing a public referendum if 7,000 voters sign a petition seeking one on whatever plan is approved by the Legislature. Under the Republican plan, 14,000 signatures would be required for a referendum.
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