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County redistricting plan criticized

Some Democrats say proposal hurts W. Side and favors Miller-Williams’ coalition
By Matthew Spina 

Published: May 10, 2011, 12:00 AM

Updated: May 10, 2011, 8:05 AM 

A cluster of Buffalo Democrats calls a leading proposal for 11 new County Legislature districts an assault on the West Side Hispanic community while it also protects the Legislature’s in crowd.

The map was drawn by the chairman of the Legislature’s reapportionment commission, lawyer Adam W. Perry, and Democrats accused him of “Perrymandering,” a play on the “gerrymandering” term that famously connotes political game-playing in the drawing of legislative boundaries.

Perry, however, is a Democrat, close to Buffalo Mayor Byron W. Brown and the Legislature chairwoman who appointed him to head the volunteer redistricting commission, Democrat Barbara Miller-Williams of Buffalo.

But the Democratic Party in Erie County is fractured. Miller-Williams controls the Legislature not with a united front of Democrats but with a coalition of six Republican-bloc lawmakers and just two lawmakers from her own party.

The six remaining Democrats, closer to party headquarters than they are to the mayor’s operation, form a minority in the 15-member County Legislature.

Any redistricting plan will have to disappoint some incumbent lawmakers by forcing them to run against one another, since the Legislature must go from 15 members to 11 after this year’s election to meet the downsizing pro-posal that voters overwhelmingly approved in 2010.

But Perry’s plan seems to treat the Miller-Williams coalition exceptionally well.

For example:

• One of his lines drawn through the sprawling Town of Amherst ensures that Republican incumbents Raymond W. Walter and Edward A. Rath III, both of Amherst, do not have to run against one another. Walter might have had to run against Republican Dino Fudoli of Lancaster if Fudoli were not leaving the Legislature to run for Lancaster supervisor.

• Democrats Thomas A. Loughran of Amherst and Thomas J. Mazur of Cheektowaga would have to run against each other.

•Republican incumbents Kevin R. Hardwick of the City of Tonawanda and John J. Mills of Orchard Park are not in districts with another Legislature incumbent. Nor is Lynne M. Dixon of Hamburg, an Independent who caucuses with the Republican bloc.

•Christina W. Bove of West Seneca, a Democrat in the Miller-Williams coalition, is spared from running against another incumbent.

• So is Timothy J. Whalen of South Buffalo, who voted to re-elect Miller-Williams as chairwoman earlier this year. In Perry’s plan, Whalen would have had to run against Democrat Daniel M. Kozub of Hamburg, but Kozub will not seek re-election.

• Buffalo Democrat Betty Jean Grant, who has frequently sparred with Miller-Williams over budgets and policy, would have to run against Democratic Majority Leader Maria R. Whyte of Buffalo if Whyte chooses to stay in the Legislature and not run for city comptroller.

• Miller-Williams would have no other incumbent challenging her in her new legislative district.

Along with other West Side Democrats, Whyte had plotted out the effects of Perry’s map on legislative incumbents and called a news conference Monday to attack it.

“There are always winners and losers in redistricting,” Whyte said. “In this plan, the winners are the Republican incumbents and the three Democrats they work with. The losers are the Erie County residents. This plan is an outrage, and the authors of it should be ashamed.”

She said she was equally distressed by the fact Perry’s plan would no longer allow a West Side legislative district. Instead, the proposal breaks the West Side among four districts, three of which extend eastward.

In that respect, it’s not unlike another map drawn by University at Buffalo Law School professor Michael Halberstam and student Patrick Fitzgerald, in concert with the American Civil Liberties Union, that extends two minority districts from east to west in Buffalo.

However, since Perry heads the advisory panel and was put there by the Legislature chairwoman, and Republicans have yet to put forth their own proposal, his plan was seen Monday as having a better-than-even chance to become law.

“This map takes us backwards by more than a decade,” Buffalo Council Member David Rivera said at the news conference called to protest the plan.

When the commission met later Monday, Perry said the West Side benefits because as many as four county lawmakers would be able to say they represent that part of the city, something that cannot be said now. He also downplayed the fact his map places the towns of Lancaster, Hamburg, Tonawanda and Cheektowaga into more than one legislative district when many smaller towns asked that they not be divided.

But he refused to answer most of Democratic Elections Commissioner Dennis Ward’s pointed questions. Among them: How did he decide to draw the line in Amherst — to protect Rath and Walter? How did he decide to draw the lines that would pit Loughran against Mazur? Why split so many towns? And why does he believe Buffalo’s East and West sides should be drawn into the same legislative districts?

Perry repeatedly refused to answer Ward’s questions but eventually said he would try to answer them in total at a public hearing at 5:30 p. m. Wednesday in the auditorium at Erie Community College’s City Campus.

“Have the rules changed now that you are the promoter of a map?” asked Ward.

“I am not going to be cross-examined,” Perry said at several turns.

Redistricting committee member Jeremy C. Toth, who was appointed to the panel by Whyte, said, “If this map is passed, and this map becomes our map for the next 10 years, there will come a time when there is not a single minority on the Erie County Legislature,” he said.
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