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Commentary
Albany's gift to Charlie Rangel

A state assemblyman reveals the sad, twisted truth behind how district lines are drawn to help incumbents

By Bill Hammond

Tuesday, January 31, 2012, 4:00 AM

Even as his fellow pols in Albany swore up and down that their gerrymandering — er, redistricting — efforts are as pure as the driven snow, Assemblyman Denny Farrell was giving the true game away.

The way Farrell tells it, the Assembly’s top priority is making Rep. Charles Rangel happy — and keeping him in Congress for one more term.

“You must understand, for the last 40 years, whatever district Charlie Rangel wants, we give it to him,” the veteran Democrat said in remarks to a Harlem community meeting on Friday, as reported by The New York Observer.

“I say, ‘Charlie, we can’t draw anything else in the state till we draw you,’ ” Farrell declared. “ ‘That’s always been our position — we do you and then everything.’ He’s the dean. He’s the No. 1.”

According to The Observer, Farrell regaled the audience with an insider’s view of how the ugly gerrymandering sausage gets made.

He explained that Rangel’s historically Harlem-based district is now just 26% African-American. That it needs to grow by 200,000 people because New York is losing two congressional seats. And that expanding it farther south in Manhattan would practically guarantee the election of a white candidate.

“Now that sounds racist, but so be it,” Farrell said, according to The Observer’s account. “We would probably have a Dominican run, two blacks run and a white run. The white will win because of the way the numbers are.”

Farrell said the best solution is to completely reshape the district so that it picks up mostly black and Latino sections of the Bronx.

But Rangel did not take this news well. “He blew up at me,” Farrell recalled.

“He originally said to me, ‘Denny, there is no way. . . I want to be in Manhattan, we’ve got to be in Manhattan,’ ” Farrell said.

Eventually, the Assembly brought Rangel around — allowing mapmakers to get to work on other congressional districts.

Farrell’s storytelling didn’t do his old friend and ally many favors — since it made Rangel sound like a frail family member being talked into a nursing home.

But he did expose Albany’s redistricting process for what it really is: an incumbent- protection racket.

Every time they sit down and decide how to carve up the state’s political districts, the legislative bosses’ first and foremost priority is keeping themselves and their allies in office. The laws and constitutional requirements are mere annoyances to be navigated around. Democratic principle is an afterthought.

You can see that in the Senate and Assembly maps published last week, with their bizarre, twisted shapes and lopsided population disparities. They were comically and ruthlessly gerrymandered to keep Democrats in charge of the Assembly and Republicans in charge of the Senate.

And you can hear that in Farrell’s summary of what Rangel’s final district will look like: “It’ll be mixed, but it will be a district that can be won.”

The Legislature does business this way because it believes that redistricting is too complicated for average New Yorkers to understand or care about.

So — intentionally or not — Farrell has done the state a service by making Albany’s motives so transparent.

As for Rangel, he’s a decorated Korean War hero who has served almost 42 years in the House. He rose to the chairmanship of the powerful Ways and Means Committee before sadly being censured in an ethics scandal last year. He has won the votes and affection of many of his constituents — as well as challenges from up-and-coming politicians who are convinced he has served too long.

The widespread speculation is that he wants to repair his legacy by winning at least one more term.

But being coddled back into office by Albany’s incumbent-protection machine would be a sad kind of redemption.
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