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Editorial
Flawed Process and Product: Proposed legislative redistricting maps put politics, incumbents first

January 29, 2012

The news release from the New York State Senate majority called the proposed maps of Senate and Assembly districts released Thursday “fair” and “legal.” The maps unveiled after months of secrecy were the result of “an open and transparent process,” the statement declared. The new districts “protect minority interests” and “maintain ‘communities of interest’ together whenever possible ... .”

Nonsense. The proposed districts on the whole are little better than the existing ones. As before, the political masters of the process paid less attention to the interests of New Yorkers than the well-being of chosen incumbents and the Democratic majority in the Assembly and slim Republican lead in the Senate.

Case in point: The tiny, pie-shaped wedges of Syracuse added to the otherwise suburban district of veteran Sen. John DeFrancisco, R-Syracuse, to make sure his Sedgwick residence is included.

Good-government advocates are appalled, among them former New York City Mayor Ed Koch, who won pledges from GOP senators and Assembly Democrats to support objective redistricting, only to watch them defect once re-elected. “I am disappointed by this result and in the dishonorable lawmakers,” Koch said. “Today, victory lies with the Enemies of Reform.”

Last month Common Cause, the citizen watchdog, produced “incumbent blind” redistricting maps using objective criteria like race, ethnicity, transportation patterns, education levels, rural, urban and suburban interests.

“This is a significant step in the wrong direction,” said Common Cause’s Susan Lerner of the official maps, which bear little resemblance to her group’s designs. “It’s a continuation of gerrymandering, not a move toward more responsible redistricting.”

Defenders claim the new maps maintain continuity, preserving the cores of existing districts. But as Lerner points out, this ensures the new plan “remains gerrymandered maps, drawn for political advantage, not communities of interest.”

At least the notorious district of Sen. David Valesky, D-Oneida — which sprawls across three counties from Lake Ontario to the Otsego County line — has been redrawn to be more compact. Valesky also gains a “safer” Democratic seat — a reward, cynics say, for distancing himself from his Democratic Senate colleagues by joining the Independent Democratic Caucus. But the map still splits major and minor cities. Because one Upstate district was eliminated and added to Long Island, most of the numbers have changed — though the districts themselves make little more sense than before.

The task force, co-chaired by Sen. Michael Nozzolio, R-Fayette, and Assemblyman John McEneny, D-Albany, made much of its 14 public hearings, and promises nine more, including one scheduled for Feb. 14 in Syracuse. The process could yet be derailed by a pending citizen lawsuit. Gov. Andrew Cuomo should use his touted veto threat to improve the results. Senate Democrats also have the option to go to court.

But there may be no turning this sow’s ear of a redistricting proposal into a silk purse of responsible governance. The boldest course would be a firm Cuomo veto and another try for an independent process — conducted under judicial supervision if necessary. Lawmakers also must commit — for what it’s worth — to a constitutional amendment mandating objective redistricting from now on. Let the sorry spectacle that unfolded this year never be repeated.
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