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Commentary
Why is New York's democracy broken? Because Albany politicians have rigged districts to serve their own ends

Elections are getting even less competitive, and it's citizens who suffer
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A new report from Citizens Union should throw a scare into all New Yorkers who still believe in democratic government.

The 114-year-old watchdog group has crunched the numbers and confirmed what your gut was already telling you: The disconnect between Albany lawmakers and the people they supposedly represent has gone from bad to much, much worse.

Because the powers that be have so thoroughly rigged the game for their own advantage, most members of the Legislature routinely return to office every other year after elections that have been reduced to Soviet-style jokes.

Nine out of 10 cruise by comfortable margins of 10 points or more. Almost a third are complete shoo-ins, facing either no major-party contender or no opponent at all.

And the races have gotten dramatically less competitive in recent decades, with the average margin of victory soaring from a ridiculous 33 percentage points to a laughable 51 points last year.

In 1968, just 1% of legislative races were uncontested. Last year, that number had skyrocketed to 19%.

Little wonder that the reelection rate for incumbents was 96% over the last decade — and 100% in 2006.

And little wonder that New York’s election turnout has dropped below 35%, the fourth lowest in the country. Voters know a con when they smell one.

The report traces these sickening trends to the heart of Albany’s incumbency-protection racket: the brazenly partisan gerrymandering of legislative districts.

As in every state, the Legislature is obliged to redraw its district lines every 10 years based on the latest census figures — a process that is unfolding even now behind closed doors at the state Capitol.

This ought to be a chance to recalibrate the Assembly and Senate to more perfectly represent the shifting demographics of the state.

In practice, though, it’s just the opposite, with political bosses manipulating the map-drawing to keep their own parties in power.

The clearest evidence of this skulduggery shows up in the wide population disparities between districts, as the majority parties pack the opposition’s supporters into as few districts as possible while spreading their own voters across as many as possible.

This practice, too, has gotten worse over time, as the New York Public Interest Group recently documented. In 1984, the average deviation between Senate districts was 0.74%. In 2002, it had tripled to 2.24%.
This whole process is an obvious travesty against democracy, and this was supposed to be the year it stopped.

Under pressure from former Mayor Ed Koch’s New York Uprising campaign, 184 of 212 legislators signed written pledges to delegate redistricting to a nonpartisan, independent commission.

Polls showed a huge majority of voters support this fix, and Gov. Cuomo lent his support by vowing to veto gerrymandered maps.

Even Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver (D-Manhattan) — a longtime practitioner and beneficiary of gerrymandering — has cautiously and belatedly backed reform.

The last holdouts are the Senate Republicans under Majority Leader Dean Skelos. All 32 of them signed Koch’s pledge during the campaign season, but quickly backed off once they took office.

They claim the only way to fix the corrupt system is by constitutional amendment, which conveniently postpones reform until 2022. In fact, they’re scared stiff that they can’t hold their razor-thin 32-to-30 majority, in this increasingly blue state, without fully exploiting every advantage they can muster.

Skelos calculates that he can’t defeat big-d Democrats without squashing small-d democracy, so that’s what he’s wants to do — and probably will do, unless Cuomo blocks him.

Asked to defend this indefensible posture, Skelos spokesman Scott Reif points out that Senate Democrats — who are clamoring for reform now — failed to act on it when they were in charge in 2009 and 2010.

“The Senate Democrats give lip service to the idea of independent redistricting,” Reif says. “They never made it a priority.”

True, but beside the point. Fair redistricting isn’t about helping Democrats or Republicans. It’s about doing right by voters — and taking New York’s democracy off life support.
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