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Vote here, not there

Several communities are quietly involved in redistricting

By JIMMY VIELKIND Capitol bureau

Published 12:01 a.m., Monday, April 25, 2011 

ALBANY -- Schenectady County legislators want to start weighting their votes. Officials in Albany County and Troy are thinking about districts dominated by racial minorities. And Cohoes is tweaking its wards to reflect new growth near the Colonie town line.

Welcome to redistricting, a quiet but significant process now playing out in several local communities, prompted by the once-a-decade release of the U.S. Census. There already has been loud debate about how state lawmakers will draw lines for members of Congress, the Senate and Assembly before the 2012 elections -- former New York City Mayor Ed Koch, a critic of the former process, may have robotically called your house about it -- but new lines for local districts, some of which must be in place by November, are being drawn with less fanfare.

"They made it clear that the sooner we can get boundaries, the better," said Cohoes Mayor John McDonald, a Democrat. Candidates can start circulating petitions in early June -- maybe May 31, under a pending bill -- and McDonald says Cohoes' new districts will be online Monday. "Our goal is to have a public hearing and comment, and if all things go as we expect -- unless there's a major concern that comes up -- we'll have a special meeting May 10 to adopt them."

Albany County is further behind.

Members of the Albany County Redistricting Commission, the majority of whom are also county legislators, held their seventh public hearing Saturday afternoon but have yet to produce a map of proposed district lines. They will hold another public meeting Thursday evening.

"There's no information, it's the same thing you've been saying at the last couple of meetings. There's no point asking questions," Lester Freeman, a member of the Albany Common Council who is considering a run for a county seat, muttered after the meeting.

County Legislator Thomas Cotrofeld conducted the meeting, but he offered few clues about where the process is going. He said there was a "likelihood" that the city of Albany would go from 14 to 13 seats -- one city legislator, George Infante, is not seeking re-election -- and a "strong likelihood" that some of the city's districts might cross into surrounding towns, as now.

"Our mission, obviously, is to take the time necessary to make sure that the districts are set up to represent the appropriate mix of people in Albany County, and we want to make sure that communities of interest are served, that the farmers out in the rural areas are served, and that's our primary focus," said Cotrofeld, D-Delmar.

Anne Pope, regional director of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, suggested that the commission should draw a fifth legislative district in where the majority of constituents are racial minorities. The NAACP has sued the line-drawers during the past two redistricting efforts under federal laws passed to ensure communities and neighborhoods dominated by minorities are not gerrymandered to dilute their representation.

"I would like to be able to trust this process ... but there's a lot of subtle racism," she said. "This is serious business. It governs us for the next 10 years."

The census shows people identifying themselves as black or Hispanic now make up just under 20 percent of Albany County's population. Four of the 39 seats are currently drawn to be majority-minority, Pope said. Commission member Tom Nardacci said his "personal opinion is that we'll need to consider adding an additional majority-minority legislative district to properly reflect the change in population." It's unclear, geographically, how that can be done.

Cotrofeld would not commit to having a map of proposed lines in place for Thursday's meeting. 

In Troy, efforts are even more nascent. No task force has been formed and no meetings have been held. "I think we need to look to designate a majority-minority district, so to speak," said City Councilman Clem Campana. "We have a plan to move forward with redistricting, and as we get more empirical data available it will be brought forward."

Schenectady County Attorney Chris Gardner said population changes would necessitate more legislators, which the majority Democrats agreed was not desirable.

"You can change the lines, or you can do what we're doing which is to go toward weighted voting," he said, noting there's a public hearing May 10. "We're under a tight time frame. It will be settled, to a vote, by May 10."
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