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Editorial
New Yorkers are better off with judges, not pols, drawing districts 

Cuomo must not let Albany get away with gerrymandering

Monday, March 5, 2012, 4:10 AM

A three-judge panel has taken control of drafting new congressional district lines after the Legislature’s abject failure to fulfill this once-in-a-decade responsibility.

This is good. For once, the dysfunction of Democratic Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver and Republican Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos has done New Yorkers a favor.

The judges can be trusted to do a far better job of mapmaking than Albany’s power-grabbing hacks can. That bunch could not reach an agreement because they draw district lines primarily to suit political needs. As a result, they embarrassed themselves by filing competing maps in court.

The judicial mapmaking got off to a strong start when the judges said that court-drawn districts must be compact and contiguous — that is, not shaped like Rorschach inkblots — and avoid chopping up cohesive communities.

In short, the judges signaled that they would follow statutory and constitutional principles that Albany pols routinely flout.

Also excellent was a decision to use as a benchmark maps authored by reformers at Common Cause New York — who followed a straight-ahead, nonpartisan methodology that puts the gerrymanderers to shame.

The judges should now go further by barring any consideration of where sitting Congress members live, a factor that serves little purpose other than prolonging the careers of incumbents.

As for the competing proposals submitted by the Legislature, they should be disregarded as self-serving schemes.

The Assembly Democrats sought to oust freshman Republican Rep. Bob Turner by mapping his home in Breezy Point, at the far southern tip of Queens, into veteran Democrat Joe Crowley’s base in the northern part of the borough.

The Senate Republicans zigzagged through southern Brooklyn, corralling every conservative voter they could find to protect Turner and fellow GOPer Michael Grimm of Staten Island.

The judges should give New Yorkers the independent, nonpartisan district lines they deserve.

Their handiwork would also set the standard for redistricting the Legislature itself — and guide Gov. Cuomo’s decision on a possible veto.

Merely tinkering with the Assembly and Senate’s first drafts to make them less hyperpartisan won’t cut the mustard.

Silver and Skelos must agree to have their districts redrawn from scratch — in the same nonpartisan spirit as the federal court. Then and only then should Cuomo grant his signature.

Otherwise, he should veto the lawmakers’ plan and let the courts do for the legislative districts what they’re already doing for the House maps.

Nor should Cuomo tolerate gerrymandering in a trade for supposedly permanent reformstarting in 10 years. New Yorkers deserve fair elections now — and Cuomo should settle for nothing less.
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