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Legislature expected to pass redistricting plan

By Michael Gormley 

7:08 AM, Mar. 15, 2012 

ALBANY — A backroom Albany deal calls for election district lines drawn by the Senate and Assembly majorities to bolster their power in exchange for their promise to reform the process in 10 years under a constitutional amendment.

Gov. Andrew Cuomo was expected to approve the election district lines drawn by the Senate Republican and Assembly Democratic majorities, and which lawmakers planned to pass Thursday morning.

Even the leading good-government advocate who made the case that ending the decades-old power play by legislative majorities was worth the political trade-off wouldn’t praise the election district lines that will result from the political deal.

“I won’t put parsley on a pig,” said Citizen Union’s Dick Dadey. “No better case for reform is made than this horrible process that produced these lines.”

The deal ends a political story line begun during the 2010 campaign. Cuomo as a candidate promised to veto any lines not drawn by an independent panel, rather than the majorities, and has more recently promised to veto any “hyper-partisan” plan.

During the same campaign, most members of the Senate and Assembly majorities promised in writing to reform advocate Ed Koch, the former New York City mayor, to enact independent redistricting and end the system in which majorities drew lines to protect their power and incumbents.

“The governor said he is going to veto hyper-partisan lines, the lines remain hyper-partisan,” said Susan Lerner of Common Cause-NY.

Doug Muzzio, a political science professor at Baruch College, called the agreement a “total cave. A huge flip … A man of his word? Koch was right.”

A senior administration official said Wednesday night that Cuomo will sign the measure before a federal judge takes up the issue Thursday. A judge can decide to order lines to be drawn by an independent court appointee.

The Cuomo administration defended the deal as the first step toward reforming the notorious redistricting process, while majority lawmakers also defended the election district lines that will be in place for the next 10 years.  “These lines are in full compliance with the constitution,” said Sen. Michael Nozzolio, R-Fayette, the GOP point person on redistricting. “We’re very hopeful the governor sees it as a good plan.”

The Senate plan maintains 13 districts with racial minorities accounting for more than half of the voters and created the chamber’s first district with a majority of Asian voters. The plan also adds a 63rd seat through Republican suburbs upstate, but it, too, has more enrolled Democrats.

In the Senate plan, 48 of the districts have more Democrats than Republicans, with 15 dominated by Republicans.

The Senate’s Republican majority holds a 32-30 edge over Democrats going into the fall elections in a state where Democrats have a nearly 2-to-1 enrollment advantage. In sharp debate in the highly partisan Senate, the Democratic minority left the chamber just before midnight out of protest for having their debate limited by Republicans.

“We are disrespected in an issue we only get to debate every 10 years,” said Senate Democratic leader John Sampson, a Brooklyn Democrat. “There comes a point in time when you have to stand up for what’s right.”

Redistricting is done every 10 years with updated census data and is supposed to make sure similar communities are lumped together. But legislative majorities have used it for years to stack districts with their party’s voters to protect incumbents and further disadvantage challengers.

Cuomo, as a candidate, promised Koch he would to veto any lines not drawn by an “independent redistricting commission” and that reflect “partisan gerrymandering.”

“Talk of reform on this critical issue is not enough,” he stated in his campaign book.

In the 2010 campaign, the legislators signed Koch’s statements that promised: “I will support the creation of an independent, non-partisan Redistricting Commission to draft advisory … Districts shall not be drawn to favor or oppose any political party, incumbent, or candidates for office.”

A constitutional amendment to require independent redistricting beginning in 2022 would still give the final say to the Legislature’s majorities and also assures Senate Republicans of a strong voice in redistricting should they lose their majority.

The constitutional amendment would make some use of an independent panel in 2022. It would have to be approved this year and next year by lawmakers, and then in a referendum by voters.

The New York Public Interest Research Group and Koch said the promise of a constitutional amendment isn’t worth highly partisan state legislative lines for the next 10 years.

“How can we trust Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos’ promise to effectuate any future structural reforms after he dishonorably failed to keep his pledge to create a 2012 independent commission?” Koch said.
Rochester Democrat and Chronicle  Page 1 of 2

[image: image1.jpg]