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Whispers of a backroom deal

Redistricting debate continues as some legislative insiders warn against secret process

By Jimmy Vielkind

March 8, 2012

ALBANY — There has been no official announcement or description of proposed changes to the state constitution over redistricting, but that hasn't stopped debate.

Citizens Union Executive Director Dick Dadey issued a statement Tuesday saying "the constitutional amendment and statute being envisioned would provide critical protections against gerrymandering." He added the plan provides reform and offers "an improvement over the current rigged system of legislative controlled gerrymandering which many reform leaders, both advocates and legislators, have derided for decades."

Other good-government groups have not been as eager to commit.

The New York Public Interest Research Group won't take a position on a plan that hasn't been finalized, said Bill Mahohey, a spokesman. Barbara Bartoletti of the League of Women Voters and Susan Lerner of Common Cause agreed.

Gov. Andrew Cuomo is using his veto threat of the Legislature's redistricting maps to seek change. Currently, lines are drawn by LATFOR, a state task force jointly controlled by Democrats who dominate the Assembly and Republicans who hold a bare majority in the Senate.

The process is derided as reinforcing incumbency and partisan advantage.

A deal with Cuomo would let legislators have a freer hand in drawing their districts, and strengthen their ability to withstand court challenges.

This is a false choice, said ex-New York City Mayor Ed Koch. He had induced more than 100 lawmakers to sign pledges for an independent redistricting process.

"I urge you not to support this deal," he wrote lawmakers. "A constitutional amendment is worthy of support on its own, of course, but not at the expense of improved lines now."

Some lawmakers, who have heard whispers of the deal since it was first reported by the Times Union last week, are condemning it. The proposed amendment would create a 10-member commission, where each legislative conference would have two appointees. Its work would be subject to final revisions by the Legislature after two rejections by lawmakers.

"This proposal clearly represents a step backwards," said Assemblyman Micah Kellner, D-Manhattan. "The whole purpose of a constitutional amendment should be to remove the Legislature completely from the redistricting process."

Sen. Mike Gianaris, D-Queens, said the amendment as proposed would enshrine partisan advantage in the state constitution. If both legislative houses are controlled by the same party — if Democrats retake the Senate, for example — redistricting maps would require a supermajority to become law. If the current partisan split between the chambers is maintained, a simple majority would suffice.

Gianaris hit good-government leaders like Dadey for negotiating in secret.

Dadey cited hearings, and said "It's good government to have elected officials seek out our views before things are final."

"The more we learn, the worse this gets, which explains why this is going on under cover of darkness," Gianaris said.
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