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Senate redistricting proposal comes under fire

Boundary for district seat held by Grisanti criticized the most by African-Americans

By Aaron Besecker 

Updated: February 16, 2012, 9:47 PM 

A proposed State Senate district whose lines squiggle and swerve around a chunk of Erie County would weaken the votes of African-Americans in the region's two biggest urban areas, critics of a proposal from a Legislature-appointed panel said Thursday.

The proposed boundary lines for the 60th State Senate District seat, now held by Republican Mark Grisanti, drew the most criticism from speakers at a public hearing held in Buffalo City Hall by the State Legislative task force working on redistricting.

The proposed redrawing of Grisanti's district gives him a seat with fewer Democrats. The enrollment in Grisanti's present district is 5-to-1 Democratic. In the newly drawn district, the enrollment would have a Democratic edge of 2 1/2 to 1.

The new district also would have far fewer African-American voters. It removes Niagara Falls from the district, effectively separating the two strongest black communities in the area, said Frank Mesiah, president of the Buffalo branch of the NAACP.  Mesiah said that those who wish to diminish the place of African-Americans no longer have to use the N-word to express themselves.

"What you do is create a dialogue that appears to be neutral, but has the effect of not permitting people of color to vote and use the strength of their voting power," Mesiah said.

Under the existing statewide redistricting proposal, which Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo has threatened to veto, the constituent demographics in Grisanti's new district would change to 85 percent white and 5 percent black. The current district is 54 percent white and 37 percent black.

A number of speakers echoed the comments of Mesiah  who received loud applause at the conclusion of his remarks. Those others included Shirley Hamilton, president of the Niagara Falls branch of the NAACP, as well as many Buffalo and Niagara Falls residents.  Hamilton said the redistricting task force seemed to be taking a page from what she said is the playbook of the American South, trying to disenfranchise minorities.

Larrone B. Williams, of Buffalo's Fillmore-Glenwood Block Club, said the issue involves questions of fairness and inclusion, and it appeared to be an effort to "dilute the minority vote."  "I don't have to step in something for you to tell me how it smells," city resident Alvin Thomas told the task force representatives.

The three-hour hearing, whose subject matter is tied to voting rights -- one of the fundamentals of democratic society -- was attended by about 80 people at its peak.  Some speakers addressed aspects of the overall redistricting process, criticizing what they see as a lack of transparency, among other things.

Others questioned the need for a new 63rd Senate District, which critics said would increase the cost of government. The task force drew that district near Albany. Democratic critics contend Republicans want to add that district to help them maintain majority control of the Senate.

Michael Halberstam, an associate professor at the University at Buffalo Law School, said he believes there's a problem with the entire process.

"There's a conflict of interest on the part of the legislators who do the redistricting," Halberstam said, noting that such a conflict would not be tolerated in other parts of society, like the corporate world or among attorneys.

Frank Garland III, an aide to Masten Council Member Demone A. Smith who spoke on Smith's behalf, said lawmakers' efforts to redistrict have "gotten out of hand."

"We all do things to keep our jobs," Garland said, "but this is a little bit extreme, unfortunately."

Prior to the hearing, representatives of Common Cause New York and the Partnership for the Public Good called on state lawmakers to accept district maps proposed by Common Cause.

"Western New Yorkers deserve district lines that better respect the unique character of their cities than the districts proposed by [the task force]," Susan Lerner, executive director of Common Cause New York, said in a written statement.

Thursday's hearing included a somewhat heated back-and-forth between State Sens. Timothy M. Kennedy, a Democrat, and Michael F. Nozzolio, a Republican and one of the task force members. During Kennedy's testimony, Nozzolio pushed him to cite the specific section of the State Constitution that Kennedy alleged the task force violated in its proposal of new district lines.

Nozzolio then asked Kennedy whether he would prefer a new Senate seat be drawn in New York City, rather than where it is currently proposed, near Albany.

"I would prefer if the Constitution is followed," Kennedy replied.

Kennedy, who admitted his newly drawn district does benefit him personally, called the proposal "political gerrymandering."

Another issue raised by speakers was the proposal to remove the Town of Pembroke from the 139th Assembly District, making it the only municipality in Genesee County outside that district.

David Saleh, chairman of the Pembroke Republican Committee, and Richard Siebert, chairman of the Genesee County GOP, called for changes to the task force's proposal, which would include the town in the 144th District, along with eastern and northern Niagara County and the Town of Alden.

The hearing was the 23rd session held by the task force, representatives said.

Earlier this week, a federal judge called for the appointment of a "special master" to draw boundaries for state legislative and congressional districts because of concerns state lawmakers would not complete the work in enough time for the congressional primary.

AD-139, AD-144

Buffalo News  Page 1 of 2

[image: image1.png]_1103544538.doc
[image: image1.png]






