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Judge’s map charts two weeks, 10 years of New York politics

By BRIAN AMARAL

MARCH 7, 2012

With little thought to community interest or continuity, congressional districts in New York have been drawn to resemble comical shapes, critics charge: Earmuffs. Abraham Lincoln riding a lawnmower. A T-rex standing on its head. 

But a federal magistrate judge overseeing the state’s decennial process of redrawing those lines may have finally squashed the gerrymander, charting the course of the next two weeks and 10 years of New York politics. 

“The cartographic critic in me wants to say that the special master did a masterful job of ungerrymandering New York’s lines,” said David Wasserman, the House editor of the Cook Political Report and a redistricting expert. 

The proposal, released Tuesday after the Senate and Assembly couldn’t agree on a joint plan, might not chart New York’s political future over the next decade. The Legislature could come to an agreement, which would trump the three-judge panel’s wishes. And Magistrate Judge Roanne Mann could tweak the maps further. 

But after the maps were released, some Albany leaders indicated the proposal could be just the push the Democrats in the Assembly and Republicans in the Senate need to come to an agreement. And while the contours of the magistrate’s map might not be permanent, they’ve changed the contours of the debate in Albany.

“You want to flip a coin?” said Assemblyman Kenneth D. Blankenbush, R-Black River, about whether these maps would be accepted or if the Legislature can come to an agreement. “I would hope that perhaps there would be (an agreement). It’s supposed to be a legislative duty to do that. If, in fact, the two can’t come together, we’ll have to take the judicial map.” 

The north country’s congressional district would change considerably under the judge’s proposal. Mr. Wasserman suggested it would make things easier for Rep. William L. Owens, D-Plattsburgh.

Mr. Owens would no longer represent Oneida, Madison and Oswego counties. He would represent parts of Herkimer and Saratoga counties, plus the rest of Fulton County, Essex County, Warren County and Washington County, just southeast of the current district.

The district would include more Republicans by registration, but those numbers can be misleading, Mr. Wasserman said. 

“The Democratic coalition nationally is becoming a little bit more upscale, and Republicans are growing with downscale voters. So picking up Saratoga and losing Oswego, Madison and Oneida, I think is good news for Owens,” Mr. Wasserman said.

Plus, geography matters. Mr. Owens lives in the east of the district, just up Interstate 87 from the potential new counties. 

His two potential general election opponents in November, who might duke it out in a June Republican primary, live in the Watertown area.

“It’s a long trek across the Adirondacks to get to Watertown,” Mr. Wasserman said.“Owens has proven he can do fairly well in Watertown. So I think it’s the best of all worlds.”

Mr. Owens’ staff declined to make him available for an interview, but a spokesman said he hopes the Legislature will come to an agreement on the maps and avoid a judge imposing its map.

“That is the way the process is supposed to work — Republicans and Democrats in Albany working together,” said Sean R. Magers.“They have that authority by law.”

Assemblywoman Addie J. Russell, D-Theresa, said she hadn’t studied the maps very closely — she saw the judicial proposal on her BlackBerry earlier Tuesday. 

“I hope that we will come to an agreement on all of the redistricting issues out there, and we’ll be able to come to an agreement on the congressional lines,” she said. “I really can’t say at this point. But I’m hopeful that we’ll be able to address all of the issues in the next week.”

Federal primaries for congressional races will occur June 26, barring a deal that pushes it back further. A June 26 primary means petitioning to get on the ballot — a de facto deadline for maps to be drawn — starts March 20. 

Separately, Senate Republicans and Assembly Democrats released their own district lines, which were criticized by good-government groups who dropped the G-bomb — gerrymander. But the magistrate’s proposal could set the tone for a possible agreement between the Senate and Assembly, which would take precedence over the judicial proposal. Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver, D-Manhattan, said the maps could be a “template” for an eventual agreement. 

“We know what their original plans were,” said Robert N. Wells, a professor emeritus at St. Lawrence University. “It seems to me those outlandish things will be knocked out.”

Good-government groups are also trying to change the law to give most of the map-drawing responsibility to an outside group instead of senators and Assembly members, who are accused of having fellow politicians in mind.

“The congressional maps presented today by the court show that an independent process can produce better districts than those drawn by the Legislature, making a compelling case for why we need to forever change the redistricting process in New York state,” said Richard Dadey, executive director of Citizens Union, in a released statement.
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