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Editorial
Voters are the losers in election map delay

Published: 2:00 AM - 01/29/12 
In Texas, new maps for election districts have been drawn up, challenged in court, redrawn by a panel of judges, appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court and now are back in local hands for yet more revisions.

In New York, that's known as being ahead of the game.

The state Legislature this week released its draft of new districts for the Assembly and Senate. Gov. Andrew Cuomo has threatened to veto these new maps, sending them into the courts, where further delays are inevitable.

All of this could have been avoided if New York had given this task to a nonpartisan panel to come up with election districts that serve the people who live in them — ones with some sense of common purpose.

The maps that have emerged from the Legislature this week fail to meet that standard. Instead, they display what might be the most blatant attempt in the history of New York to take power away from the voters and concentrate it in the hands of a few insiders.

To start with, the Senate Republicans created a new Senate seat, one that they can fill with a party loyalist. That's like a basketball team deciding to add a sixth player at halftime to protect a slim lead. The rules of the game would not allow that, but since the Legislature in New York makes up its own rules as it goes along, this new Senate seat is legal, even if it is immoral.

The nation's founders understood that populations would change over time. That's why they required a head count every 10 years to be used to make sure that election districts reflected the most recent population balance.

The Senate districts fail on that score with blatant and obvious hypocrisy.

Downstate districts, those with heavy Democratic registration, have far fewer people than do upstate districts where the registration figures favor Republicans.

Keep these districts in place and people who live near New York will be casting votes that are worth much less, about 7 percent less, than those farther north. Senate Republicans had to do that since they lost the ability to count nonvoting prisoners as constituents, a traditional source of their strength.

As this troubling process drags on, voters need to remember two things. The people who produced these distorted maps all ran for re-election with a promise — in writing and often repeated — to put the job in the hands of that nonpartisan group of experts. They had no intention of keeping that promise. In real life, that's known as a lie.

But these incumbents are not concerned with their reputation; all they care about is winning. And they know that the longer redistricting is delayed, the more it favors incumbents who have lots of money from lobbyists, can transform staff members into campaign workers and coast toward yet another term in Albany — while any potential challenger has to wait to find out what district to call home.

Even if they do not get to keep the district lines they released this week, these incumbents have won — because every day that goes by reduces the chances of anybody launching an effective challenge.
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