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N.Y. lawmakers, Cuomo discuss constitutional change

Talks centered on creation of new panel to draw district lines

By Jon Campbell 

Mar. 5, 2012  

ALBANY -- State lawmakers and Gov. Andrew Cuomo have been discussing a constitutional change that would drastically alter New York's redistricting process, but would not entirely remove the Legislature from the process.

Meanwhile, a vote on new Assembly and Senate districts for the 2012 election cycle could be held as soon as next week, according to the majority parties in both houses.

Every 10 years new district lines are drawn for state legislative and congressional seats based on population changes. Lawmakers in recent weeks have released drafts of the new lines, but they have been widely knocked for being politically influenced.  The sides are now talking about reaching a compromise.

"There are ongoing staff negotiations, and I'll tell you the truth -- I don't know where they are on that element," Cuomo said on 1300-AM (WGDJ) in Albany on Friday. "They've been talking about it for months."

Assemblyman John McEneny, D-Albany, on Friday confirmed a report in the Times Union of Albany that negotiations with Cuomo's office had centered on the creation of a 10-member panel to draw New York's state and congressional lines once each decade. McEneny is the Assembly Democrats' representative on the Legislature's redistricting task force.

Each legislative conference in the Assembly and Senate would appoint two people to the panel, totaling eight. Those appointees would then come together to select two more.

But some Senate Democrats and good-government groups criticized a portion of the amendment being discussed that would allow the Legislature to make changes to the panel's district lines if the lines are voted down twice by legislators.

"The entire purpose of a constitutional change would be to remove the Legislature from the process," said Sen. Michael Gianaris, D-Manhattan, who is engineering his conference's re-election efforts. "This would be an unmitigated disaster for reform. It would be several steps backward."

New York's redistricting process has long been panned by critics for allowing the majority parties in the Senate and Assembly to draw their own district lines. The state's constitution gives redistricting power to the Legislature, and amending the document is at least a two-year process that requires passage by consecutively elected Legislatures and a vote by the public.

In a statement late Friday, McEneny said lawmakers would only be able to change up to 2 percent of the population in any given district proposed by the independent panel. Members of the panel will also be required "to have been removed from active political participation" for a certain period of time, he said.

Cuomo had vowed to veto any lines not drawn by a non-partisan panel, but has since said the issue could potentially be resolved based on three criteria: a fair set of districts, the first passage of a constitutional change and a new law that would act as a safeguard if the amendment fell through.

In his radio appearance Friday, Cuomo was critical of Senate Democrats for not passing a constitutional redistricting change when they held the majority in 2009 and 2010. Senate Republicans currently hold a 32-29 majority, with one vacant seat.

"When the Democrats were in the majority, I didn't see them pass redistricting reform," said Cuomo, a Democrat. "They had the opportunity to do this. They're all now talking about how this should work, but why didn't you pass the bill when you were in the majority?"

The Senate GOP, meanwhile, has come under fire for signing a pledge during the 2010 election season that supported independent redistricting for 2012, but having since retreated. The conference supports a change to the constitution, but it wouldn't be completed until 2013 at the earliest.

Senate Republican spokesman Scott Reif said in a statement that the conference is working with Cuomo and the Assembly, and "believes we can achieve historic reform of the redistricting process in the coming weeks."

"As we've said all along, a constitutional amendment is the best way to do that," he said. "At this time, talks continue but there is no agreement."

The potential constitutional amendment would indeed by accompanied by a safeguarding law, as Cuomo has requested, McEneny said in his statement.

Meanwhile, McEneny also said Friday that Assembly Democrats have made changes to their proposed districts in the Legislature's lower chamber. The Assembly lines are currently being drafted into a bill for a vote, he said.

"We have sent our map to bill drafting," he said in a phone interview. "My assumption is that the Senate ... has done the same, and bill drafting still doesn't have it out yet. I don't know when they will."

Reif couldn't confirm whether Senate Republicans had finalized its maps, but said a vote "could come as early as next week."
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