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Redistricting shuffles New York’s congressional landscape

Joseph Spector, Jon Campbell and Brian Tumulty 

March 1, 2012

ALBANY -- New congressional maps released late Wednesday would upend the state's political landscape, compacting districts in the Southern Tier, and creating political jockeying that could result in more competitive races in November's elections.

"I think there are likely to be a number of nationally watched, hot congressional races in New York," said Steven Greenberg, a Siena College pollster.

Because of slowing population increases, New York must cut two congressional districts from its current 29. The majority parties in the Senate and Assembly released their separate proposals for new district lines late Wednesday, and by Thursday, the political wrangling had already begun.

Democrats control 21 of the state's 29 current districts, and as the districts are reformed, both parties are proposing changes that would benefit them.

Lawmakers are proposing to eliminate the Southern Tier/mid-Hudson Valley seat of retiring Democratic Rep. Maurice Hinchey, D-Hurley, which currently includes Broome County and Ithaca.

In doing so, both the Democratic-controlled Assembly plan and the GOP-leaning Senate proposal would cut off the eastern portion of Hinchey's district and make the district of Rep. Tom Reed, R-Corning, more of a Southern Tier district.

The Assembly's plan would give him a district that includes Chemung, Tioga, Steuben and Wayne counties -- as well as the Republican-heavy western suburbs of Monroe County.

That would enable Democrats to target Rep. Ann Marie Buerkle, R-Syracuse, who would have to compete in the heavily Democratic City of Ithaca and lose communities that traditionally vote Republican. It also would enable them to protect incumbent Democrats Kathy Hochul, Brian Higgins and Louise Slaughter.

The Senate map would be similar, but would give Reed a smaller piece of Monroe County.

Tompkins County Democratic chairwoman Irene Stein said she was pleased to see both the Senate and Assembly looking to add her county to Buerkle's Syracuse-based district.

"My feeling is it is very important to retake a Democratic majority in Congress, and making the district more Democratic will increase the chances of that happening," Stein said.

Buerkle cautioned in a phone interview that nothing has been finalized.

"This is a first step," she said, noting that both the Assembly and state Senate plans are being reviewed by a federal magistrate.

Broome County would experience a big change, too.

Richard Hanna, R-Utica, currently represents the northern end of the county, parts of Tioga County and part of Tompkins County in a district that stretches westward to Seneca County.

The Democrats want to change that and stretch his district's north-south boundaries from the Vermont border, along Lake Champlain and Lake George, to the Pennsylvania line.

The Senate-GOP map would put Hanna in a relatively compact district with Oneida County at the north, Sullivan County to the south, and Broome County at the western end. The district would also include Delaware, Green and Sullivan counties.

But the northern end of Broome, a Republican stronghold, would be in Reed's district.

"Many details need to be resolved before district lines are final, and I look forward to watching the process play out," Hanna said in a statement.

Senate Republicans and Assembly Democrats have vowed to continue negotiating on a compromise before a federal judge finishes drawing a map of her own.

A federal court has ordered a special master to draw district lines by March 12 because legislative leaders were unable to reach a consensus. Legislative leaders had to present their own lines by Wednesday, and did so slightly before midnight.

The delay in Albany leaves little time for primary fights. In a separate court case, a federal judge has ordered a June 26 congressional primary.

New York traditionally holds primary elections in September, but the courts moved the date to June to allow time to mail ballots to military service members and other residents living overseas.

That's why there's urgency to finalizing the district lines this month.

Magistrate Roanne Mann is required to consider the benefits of keeping communities intact and protecting minority voting rights. She is not required to consider where incumbents reside, but she can give weight to the plans submitted by the Legislature or to competing plans submitted by good-government groups.

The Assembly plan is notable because it targets Republican Reps. Nan Hayworth of Westchester County and Buerkle, while giving areas that are more Republican to Reed and another GOP freshman, Chris Gibson of Kinderhook in Columbia County.

Hayworth and Buerkle, both Republicans, would pick up the new Democratic-leaning areas carved from the district represented by Hinchey.

Buerkle would get liberal-leaning Tompkins County under both plans, but the GOP-backed Senate plan would allow Buerkle to keep the Rochester suburb of Wayne County, an important Republican stronghold, while the Assembly plan would remove Wayne County from Buerkle's district and give it to Reed.

Former Democratic Rep. Dan Maffei, who lost to Buerkle in 2010, would benefit more from the Assembly map in his attempt at a political comeback this November. It's not clear whether other Democrats, such as Leslie Danks Burke of Tompkins County, would continue their campaigns and face Maffei in a Democratic primary.

Under the Assembly plan, Reed would lose Cattaraugus County on the western end of his district, but pick up Wyoming, Livingston, Seneca and Wayne to the north. The eastern end would cover most of Tioga County.

The state Senate plan would keep Cattaraugus County and the other counties along the Pennsylvania line running east to Tioga and the northern end of Broome. Reed's district also would include much of the Finger Lakes area, but not Tompkins County.

Sen. Michael Nozzolio, R-Fayette, Seneca County, said the goal was to keep most counties intact in congressional districts. Under the Republicans' plan, he said 44 of the state's 62 counties would be kept whole.

"We see this plan as very fair," Nozzolio said. "I think most of the districts upstate are very swing districts."

Spector and Campbell write for the Gannett Albany Bureau; Tumulty is the chief of the Washington bureau.
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