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Editorial
That’s it, Mr. Silver?

November 27, 2011

Our opinion: The Assembly speaker offers a way out in the dispute over who should control legislative redistricting. Whose interests are best being served here?

Nothing quite like reform, is there, New York? Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver has uttered perhaps the most ubiquitous word in the language of state government. And he’s done it in the context of redistricting, a process that should have been reformed some time ago.

Listen as Mr. Silver makes his case for what he sees as a way to avoid all the pitfalls awaiting the Legislature’s redrawing of its own districts.

“I think that goes a long way toward reform,” Mr. Silver says of a plan that would have the legislative committee known as LATFOR suspend months of work on redistricting. Instead, the Legislature’s four leaders would name an outside group to draw the Assembly and Senate districts that will be in place for the next 10 years.

We support independent legislative redistricting. But this late proposal sounds too much like the faux reform to which New York has become all too accustomed. Reform has to be a tangible result, not an endlessly repeated promise.

Is the public supposed to be won over by Mr. Silver’s assertion that neither party will have the advantage here, with four members of the commission he envisions being appointed by Democrats and four by Republicans?

Sounds like a recipe for gridlock, not unlike the congressional supercommittee that couldn’t cut the federal deficit. Other states, at least, have a more workable uneven number of members on their redistricting commissions — and better track records as a result.

Excuse our cynicism, meanwhile, but what if legislative leaders appoint commission members in the hope that they come up with a plan that paves the way for what the Legislature itself would have likely done? That is, see to it that the Democrats still control Assembly and the Republicans still control Senate?

It’s quite late in the game for Mr. Silver to be making a grand gesture that may change so little.

Pardon anyone who senses that what this is really about is a way for the legislative leadership to maintain at least some control of redistricting while giving Gov. Andrew Cuomo a way out of his vow to veto any partisan plan drawn up by legislators.

Grim thoughts to be sure, but years of legislators promising one thing when it comes to redistricting yet doing quite another elevates suspicion. Think of those promises as matters to ponder on that long road to reform.

That’s a goal that would have been reached some time ago if the political culture in this state wasn’t so dependent upon on its own control of the electoral process. Instead, both the governor and the legislative leaders are now defendants in a lawsuit over redistricting that takes great note of how incumbents have gamed the system.

The resistance to taking redistricting out of legislators’ hands and making it the truly independent process that it should be was underscored again last week by the Senate Republicans.

These are the people who ran for election and re-election last year on the promise of getting the usual party politics out of redistricting. Yet they can’t even bring themselves to publicly support Mr. Silver’s plan. Their reiteration of the same promises, so old and so vague, invites suspicion of its own.

So there’s Mr. Silver, saying of his plan: “It wouldn’t be a political advantage to anybody.”

Except, maybe, the politicians — even if they are from both parties.
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