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Ithaca could join Syracuse in new congressional district that leans toward Democrats

By Mark Weiner / The Post-Standard 

March 2, 2012

Washington -- Maps of new congressional districts that Republicans and Democrats planned to submit to a federal court Wednesday night contained some potentially bad news for Rep. Ann Marie Buerkle.

If the maps are approved, Buerkle, R-Onondaga Hill, would run for re-election this year in a redrawn 25th Congressional District that includes all of Ithaca’s Tompkins County, where Democrats outnumber Republicans almost by a 2-to-1 ratio.

Both parties include all of Onondaga County in the redrawn 25th as they shrink the number of congressional districts statewide from 29 to 27, according to Republican and Democratic sources familiar with the two proposals due to be forwarded to the judge. 

But the new boundaries would reshape the district to make it more Democratic, according to the sources, who spoke on condition of anonymity because the maps had not been submitted to the court and the sources were not authorized to release them.

The change in the district recommended by both parties emerged as a major development in the once-a-decade redistricting, but much mystery remained. The maps were not available, so it’s not known what territory would be cut from the district under the parties’ plans.

And the new districts are far from settled. The ultimate decision rests with a federal judge in Brooklyn, who ordered the state Assembly’s Democratic majority and the Senate’s Republican majority to submit their plans by 11:59 p.m. Wednesday.

The judge also will consider proposals from the public, including one from the group Common Cause.

Buerkle’s reshaped district would benefit her Democratic opponent, either former Rep. Dan Maffei, D-DeWitt, or Syracuse lawyer Brianne Murphy, who are seeking the Democratic nomination.

Tompkins County had 27,200 enrolled Democrats as of Oct. 19, compared to 14,107 enrolled Republicans.

Buerkle was elected in 2010 by 648 votes, although she lost Onondaga County by 8 percentage points. She dominated in Republican-leaning Wayne County, Cayuga County and three Monroe County suburbs of Rochester.

She was unavailable for an interview Wednesday. In a statement released by her campaign, Buerkle said, "If the results of redistricting require us to introduce myself to a new set of voters, I look forward to carrying my message of smaller government, personal liberty, and economic prosperity across Central New York." 

As it stands, the district has 18,000 more Democrats than Republicans. The proposals from both partties would expand that advantage.

"If she picks up all of Tompkins County, that could present a challenge for us," said Tom Dadey, chairman of the Onondaga County Republican Committee. "But she’s going to work hard to win whatever district she runs in. I think her record of being accessible and listening to her constituents will serve her well no matter what her district looks like."

Vita DeMarchi, chairwoman of the Onondaga County Democratic Committee, said the 

redrawn lines will give the Democrat an advantage in November.

Maffei declined to comment. Murphy, the other Democratic challenger, cautioned that the boundaries could be changed by the federal judge.

"Politically, I’m excited about Tompkins County being a solidly Democratic area that is part of Central New York," Murphy said. "But I’m hesitant to get overly excited about this because the judge still has the final say."

Under the proposals to be filed Wednesday, Buerkle’s district would retain all of 

Onondaga County under both the Republican and Democratic plans, according to the 

sources.

It was not immediately clear whether the district would lose Republican stronghold Wayne County and the northern portion of Cayuga County. Both plans include all of Cortland County in the district, a source said.

Under the current district lines, Rep. Richard Hanna, R-Barneveld, represents most of Tompkins County as part of the 24th Congressional District.But the town and city of Ithaca, and the town of Danby are represented by Rep. Maurice Hinchey, a Democrat who has announced plans to retire. Hinchey’s district would be merged into others under both Democratic and Republican plans.

U.S. Magistrate and Special Master Roanne Mann has set a March 12 deadline to produce final congressional district maps. A public hearing on the proposal is scheduled for March 15.

The nonpartisan proposal from the group Common Cause would combine the Buerkle and Hanna districts. Onondaga County would be split three ways, with the far western part of the county in a largely rural, agricultural district that stretches almost to Buffalo. 

Why would the Republicans agree to a map that made it tougher for Buerkle to keep  her seat? By concentrating Democratic votes in Buerkle’s district, Republicans could solidify their hold on the six other seats in GOP control.

For example, the Republican plan keeps the New York City seat of freshman Rep. Bob Turner, who won a special election after the resignation of Rep. Anthony Weiner, a Democrat. Democrats wanted to eliminate the seat.

Since Republicans and Democrats could not agree on which seats to dump, the court-ordered deadline has left some candidates jockeying for position but unsure of where to pass petitions.

Irene Stein, chairwoman of the Tompkins County Democratic Committee, said in the 

past few weeks she has spoken with Maffei’s campaign manager, Clay Schroers, and exchanged phone messages with Maffei.

Stein received a call Wednesday from Murphy. Stein said the county committee has heard from several other people interested in running for Hinchey’s old seat, 

but she said Maffei would likely be a front-runner for the Tompkins County endorsement.

"If it were to hold that way, and we were in the same district as Dan Maffei, he would 

certainly be a very strong candidate," Stein said. "He has a background already in Congress and has raised a fair amount of money."

Stein said she plans to arrange for all of the candidates to appear before the committee 

once the final district lines are drawn. The primary election is set for June 26. 

Staff writer Teri Weaver contributed to this report.
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