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Senate maps by legislative task force slammed as partisan

by Joseph Spector

January 30, 2012

ALBANY — A new Senate district that snakes through the Hudson Valley looks like a drowning seahorse and curves its way from the Albany area, down through the Catskills and into Kingston in Ulster County.

A Buffalo Senate district is so disjointed that a lawmaker joked that high tide on Lake Erie would require a boat to get from one end to the other.

Six senators would represent Monroe County — and the one who would represent Rochester’s 19th Ward lives in the Buffalo suburbs, 70 miles away. Three senators would represent Tompkins County, which has 100,000 people and is all of 475 square miles.

In New York City, eight Democratic incumbents in the Senate could be pitted against one another for re-election in four districts.

Criticism has been profound of the gerrymandered lines released Thursday by a state task force. The disapproval has been aimed mainly at Republicans for the 63 districts in the state Senate, renewing the longstanding outcry of Albany’s partisan politics.

“Both majorities went out of their way to protect their political interests to the detriment of the public interest,” said Susan Lerner, executive director of Common Cause/NY. “The maps completely undermine the essence of our democracy.’

Gov. Andrew Cuomo vowed to veto the lines. But even that move would likely only lead to a court fight over how districts for 213 legislative seats would be drawn in advance of this year’s elections.

“You can see that these maps were politically drawn,” Cuomo said Friday. “These maps have had an undue amount of political influence.”

Senate Republicans have defended the maps, saying they represent changes in population and demographics. The maps in the Democratic-led Assembly have also been knocked, but they didn’t have the dramatic shifts seen in the Senate lines.

Senate Republicans said they added a 63th seat — the one that would run through the Hudson Valley — because of an increase in population.

“The plan, very simply, is fair, it’s legal, it’s within the constitutional principles set out by the United States Constitution,” Sen. Michael Nozzolio, R-Seneca County, who co-chairs the task force, said Friday.

Already there were threats of lawsuits.

Assemblyman David Gantt, D-Rochester, said Friday he may sue over how Rochester has been divided into three Senate districts, claiming it could disenfranchise minority voters. He sued over legislative maps in the 1980s and in 2002.

District lines are required to be redrawn every 10 years to reflect new Census data. Good-government groups and Cuomo wanted an independent panel to do it to avoid any partisanship.

The Legislature’s majorities — even those who signed an election-year pledge in 2010 to create an independent panel — ultimately scoffed. They went ahead with the longstanding panel made up of lawmakers, the Legislative Task Force on Demographic Research and Reapportionment.
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