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House remap caught in partisan split

Erie County has two looks as Assembly, State Senate present competing plans

By Jerry Zremski and Tom Precious 

Updated: March 2, 2012, 8:14 AM 

 Erie County would be split among three congressional districts, as it is now, under a reapportionment plan put forth by State Senate Republicans on Thursday.  But a competing plan offered by the Democratic majority in the Assembly divides Erie County among only two congressional districts.

Reps. Kathleen C. Hochul, D-Amherst; Brian Higgins, D-Buffalo; and Tom Reed, R-Corning, all would get a slice of Erie County under the GOP plan, while the Democratic offering would push Reed far to the east. 

Both partisan maps move Rep. Louise M. Slaughter, D-Fairport, out of the Buffalo area and into a Rochester-based district.

"The process for determining the new congressional boundaries is not yet complete," Slaughter cautioned. "I don't think it's appropriate to comment on what these districts could look like until the process is finished."

The two reapportionment plans, submitted to a federal judge in Brooklyn, could become the basis of negotiations between the two sides if -- as expected -- the State Legislature decides to forge its own redistricting plan rather than leaving the issue up to the courts.

It's all part of the necessary effort to reduce the number of congressional districts in the state from 29 to 27 to account for nationwide population shifts.  That effort is bound to have especially important ramifications in Western New York, which has been losing population faster than other parts of the state.

For proof of how important redistricting will be, just look at the two partisan plans released Thursday and their stark differences:

* Assembly Democrats would give Hochul the Buffalo territory that Slaughter currently represents, as well as the northernmost communities in Erie County, Niagara and Orleans counties and most of Genesee County.  It's a majority-Democratic district, in contrast to the more hostile territory Hochul would get under the GOP plan, which combines northeastern Erie County with Niagara, Orleans, Genesee, Wyoming and Livingston counties.

Assemblyman John J. McEneny, D-Albany, co-chairman of the Legislature's redistricting task force, confirmed that Hochul's district had been a major point of contention between the two parties.

"When you get into the issue of politics, there's always more focus on a district that's considered more marginal than there is on one that has an overwhelming majority of one party or the other," McEneny said of Hochul's district, currently a Republican-leaning seat that she won in an upset in last May's special election.

* The Democratic plan would give Higgins a relatively safe Democratic district that adds Cattaraugus County to his current district, which includes Chautauqua County, southern Erie County and much of Buffalo.

But the Republican alternative for Higgins is even safer for him, as it would extend his current district north into Grand Island and give him all of Buffalo while stripping him of southeastern Erie County.

Republicans appear to be trying to help Higgins in order to make Hochul's district more problematic for her.

* Reed would pick up the southern Erie County communities that Higgins would lose under the GOP plan: Eden, Boston, Colden, Holland, North Collins, Collins, Concord, Sardinia and the Cattaraugus Indian Reservation. Reed also would get much of the Southern Tier stretching all the way to northwest Broome County.

The Democratic alternative would leave Reed with a bizarrely gerrymandered district that surrounds Rochester, touching Lake Ontario twice, without entering the city. That district also would stretch from Wyoming and Allegany counties in the west to Tioga County in the east.

Both of the options for Reed would be heavily Republican districts, although the Democratic version would give him much more territory that he's never represented before.

* Slaughter would get a simple district that includes most of Monroe County under the GOP plan, while the Democrats have her district stretching into northern Ontario County.

Both districts lean Democratic, but not nearly as much as Slaughter's current district, which includes inner-city neighborhoods in Rochester, Buffalo and Niagara Falls. Sen. Michael F. Nozzolio, a Finger Lakes-area Republican who co-chaired the reapportionment task force, said the decision to remove Slaughter from Buffalo and Niagara County was driven by population numbers.

"Even within the broad dynamic of losing population in Erie and all of Western New York, the population had pretty much stabilized or grew a little in Monroe County," he said.

The Assembly and Senate majorities submitted the plans to a federal judge in Brooklyn who will propose district lines if the State Legislature can't agree on them.

Both sides in the Legislature appear to be taking March 15 as a serious deadline to agree on a plan. That's the day a three-judge federal panel is to decide on the magistrate judge's line proposals.

Between now and then, though, the Legislature will try to merge plans that have a few key similarities and some dramatic differences statewide.

Both the Assembly and Senate plans would carve up the Catskills/Binghamton-area seat of retiring Democratic Rep. Maurice D. Hinchey to account for one of the two seats the state must lose.

Under both plans, the other seat to be eliminated would be in New York City, though the two parties do it differently.

The Republican redistricting plan eliminates the seat of Democrat Rep. Gary L. Ackerman, which covers parts of Queens and Long Island, while the Democratic offering aims to cut the Queens-Brooklyn district of Republican Rep. Bob Turner.

The Democratic plan also pushes Ackerman's home into the district of Rep. Steve Israel, a Long Island Democrat. But Ackerman could choose to run in a newly created Queens-Bronx district that's heavily Democratic and that would include roughly half of Ackerman's old territory.

Beyond that, the parties take radically different approaches to carving up upstate New York.

The map proposed by the Senate's GOP majority is much cleaner, often combining counties that are similar into districts that, in most cases, are of a reasonable size and shape.

"The Senate is really more of a good government plan," said Senate Majority Leader Dean G. Skelos, R-Rockville Centre. "Whereas the Assembly plan wreaks havoc on the entire state."

At the very least, the Democratic plan makes a modern-art pastiche of the entire state.

While lacking the Impressionistic flair of the current map, with the infamous "Earmuff District" belonging to Slaughter and a Central New York district that resembles the Playboy bunny, the new Democratic map looks more like paint spattered on a wall.

The district of Rep. Chris Gibson, a Hudson Valley Republican, snakes from Washington County, northeast of Albany, to Orange County, northwest of New York City.

Rep. Richard Hanna, a Utica-area Republican, would find himself representing a big blob stretching northeast from Binghamton to the Vermont border.

And part of Hochul's district would stick like a sore, but very Democratic, thumb into the City of Buffalo.

Asked what the Assembly Democrats hope to achieve with their lines in Western New York, McEneny said: "I think we preserve the Democratic seats that are there and meet the requirements of the Constitution and the Voting Rights Act. It's as simple as that."
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