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New district lines: Pols lose a little, gain a little

By Tom Wrobleski Staten Island Advance 

February 12, 2012

STATEN ISLAND, N.Y. -- Assemblywoman Nicole Malliotakis (R-East Shore/Brooklyn) looks to be the biggest winner, but none of Staten Island's state lawmakers is complaining about their proposed new legislative district lines. 

But Democratic Gov. Andrew Cuomo could veto the plan. 

District lines are redrawn every decade to reflect population changes seen in the U.S. Census. 

The lines must be approved by both houses of the state Legislature and Cuomo, and must also pass voting-rights muster with the U.S. Justice Department. 

For borough lawmakers, this year's redistricting process amounted to "lose a little bit here, gain a little bit there," but it left their districts virtually unchanged. 

One reason is because the Island gained population in the last decade, lawmakers said, meaning there was less need to beef up Island districts with voters from elsewhere, such as Brooklyn. 

The biggest changes involve Ms. Malliotakis' district, with the freshman lawmaker losing a part of Brooklyn that included the Bay Ridge Towers apartment complex. 

That's a plus for Ms. Malliotakis, because the complex is a bastion of Democratic voters. 

The move was made because Brooklyn Democratic Assemblyman Felix Ortiz wanted those reliable party votes in his district. 

"I'm very happy to continue to represent both Bay Ridge and Staten Island," Ms. Malliotakis said. 

Said one Island politico: "It makes Nicole's district a stronger district for her." 

Ms. Malliotakis picked up some South Shore neighborhoods from Assemblyman Lou Tobacco (R-South Shore) and would also represent the Berry Houses complex, formerly belonging to Assemblyman Michael Cusick (D-Mid-Island), if the proposed lines are approved. 

Ms. Malliotakis would also see her Assembly District number change, from 60 to 64. 

The 64th District has previously belonged to Democratic Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver, who under the plan will now represent the 65th District. 

"It's only a number," Ms. Malliotakis said. "But I enjoyed the number 60. That was the district I won." 

The rest of the Island district numbers would remain the same, with the borough's Assembly district numbers now running from 61 to 64. 

Cusick said that the redraw of his district "cleans up the lines aesthetically," but added, "I'm sure there will be more changes to these proposals." 

Though unworried about his boundaries, Assemblyman Matthew Titone (D-North Shore) is concerned that the Census under counted immigrants on the Island and elsewhere, which could cost the city "tens of millions" of dollars in population-based federal aid. 

"My district is actually bigger in population than what they are saying it is," Titone said. 

Ms. Savino gained a piece of real estate that had previously been carved out of her district: Nixon Avenue in Ward Hill, home neighborhood of the late GOP state Sen. John Marchi. 

The distinctive, circular block had long been drawn into Marchi's 24th District, which was later taken over by state Sen. Andrew Lanza (R-Staten Island). It will now be in Ms. Savino's 23rd District. 

"They closed the 'Marchi thumb,'" she said. 

Tobacco said any changes in his district were "negligible." 

But there have been complaints about the redistricting process, carried out under the auspices of the Senate GOP majority and the Democrat-controlled Assembly. 

Republicans have been slammed for creating a new Senate district that critics say is aimed at helping them retain their thin majority. 

Assembly Democrats were hit for gerrymandering districts in order to protect incumbents. 

During the 2010 Albany campaigns, members of both parties signed a pledge to support fair redistricting, but most abandoned the pledge once in office. 

Cuomo has faulted the "political machinations" behind the new maps and had indicated support for an independent redistricting commission. 

Lanza was a regional chair of the redistricting committee, and said it would be difficult to have a truly non-partisan redistricting panel. 

"I haven't met a person yet who doesn't have an opinion about the lines," he said. 

Public hearings on the new state lines are set to continue until the middle of this month. 
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