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Commentary
New York’s year of working uselessly

by Jay Jochnowitz

March 8, 2012

Our opinion: A judge does in 8 days what it took the state Legislature 268 days to do. Will lawmakers finally admit they can’t do redistricting right?

It took the state Legislature the better part of a year to come up with new congressional district maps, and then, only with a court breathing down its neck. It took U.S. Magistrate Roanne Mann just eight days to do the same thing — and to do it, by most accounts, much better.

And that’s after two other entities — Common Cause and a coalition of advocacy groups — produced maps of their own months ago.

What does this say?

Well, for starters, the Legislature should be ashamed of itself.

No news there. That’s been apparent ever since state lawmakers broke their collective word and went back on a campaign promise, signed by 184 of the current 212 legislators, to create an independent, non-partisan committee to redistricting. The Legislature went back to its bad old ways, with the parties in control — the Assembly Democrats and the Senate Republicans — drawing the very best lines they could to stay in power.

Then things got complicated. A federal court changed the date for congressional primaries to force the state to comply with a law that overseas military voters be given enough time to receive and send back their ballots by election day. That came after the Legislature kept arguing about a date. Another court stepped in when the Legislature failed to produce the lines needed for congressional candidates to even know where to run.

Incompetence? A human, or maybe legislative, predilection for procrastination? Intentional delays, perhaps to keep campaign donations flowing from desperate congressmen, perhaps to put challengers at every possible disadvantage? Who knows; maybe all of the above.

Whether the Legislature is even capable of shame for this performance is unclear. What is clear is that we need to fix this process for both the short and the long term.

The long term fix is a constitutional amendment to create an independent panel to draw new legislative and congressional maps every ten years. And, just to be safe — a constitutional amendment must be passed by two separate legislatures and by voters — the Legislature should pass a law that does the same thing as the amendment, That way, the Legislature can’t easily back out of yet another promise of reform.

As for the short term fix, scrap the partisan state legislative maps, assemble the independent, non-partisan panel that voters were promised, and draft honest lines.

Too late? Outrageous? Tell that to Judge Mann, who just made 212 lawmakers look ridiculous.
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