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Redistricting Failure: Grand bargain a victory for self-serving politics, today and tomorrow 

March 18, 2012, 2:00 AM 

Gov. Andrew Cuomo was full of resolve last month to take politics out of the once-a-decade process of redrawing legislative districts to comply with new census numbers. Dismissing the self-serving proposal drawn up by the Legislature-dominated task force — labeled “hyper-partisan” by good government groups — Cuomo set down his marker: If the lines are not changed, I will veto the bill.  Last week, after reaching agreement with legislative leaders that leaves the redistricting plan essentially unchanged, the governor summoned a bit of the old bravado. “This agreement will permanently reform the redistricting process in New York to once and for all end self-interested and partisan gerrymandering,” he proclaimed. But in a franker moment, Cuomo conceded to a New York Times reporter: “I failed, I failed.”

The grand bargain Cuomo struck with Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver and Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos — in the middle of the night, behind closed doors — has so many parts that legislative redistricting threatens to be eclipsed. There is much to say about the deal on pensions, casinos, and expanded DNA database and more.

But first, New Yorkers should know what was sacrificed in the name of compromise.

First, Cuomo signed on to new Senate and Assembly district lines for the next 10 years designed primarily to preserve incumbents and the dominance of Democrats in the Assembly and Republicans in the Senate.

A Cuomo veto most likely would have put redistricting in the hands of judges whose concerns include voters’ rights and other constitutional principles. The judicial master who redrew congressional district lines this month after the Legislature deadlocked did a decent job, certainly more defensible — and respectful of New York voters — than the maneuvers of the legislative task force charged with the task.

Cuomo can point to the leverage he applied with his veto threat, and the results it brought: The Legislature embraced a proposed constitutional amendment that — if approved by two consecutive Legislatures and by the voters in a referendum — would establish a new version of a state redistricting commission.

“We have taken a major step toward finally reforming the state’s broken redistricting process,” the governor claimed.

But have they? The new commission would still be dominated by legislative appointments. If it cannot agree, the Legislature takes over the process. Any redistricting plan still would have to be approved by the Legislature, or amended by lawmakers.

Lawmakers pledged themselves to the cause of independent redistricting before the last election, only to recant after they were safely back in office. Perhaps mindful of those second thoughts, Cuomo insisted on a mirror-image version of the commission that would automatically become law if the Legislature balked, with one significant change: Either chamber that thwarted the amendment would forfeit its right to appoint members of the commission.

That may be one way to take some of the self-serving politics out of the process. But in essence, the same flawed system would remain, whether through constitutional amendment or statute. Both fail the test of independence and impartiality.

Cuomo’s failure to achieve independent redistricting this year — and on into the future — is also the Legislature’s failure. It’s a sad outcome, and a sad commentary on Albany leadership. 
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