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Cuomo sticks to veto threat on redistricting

By JON ALEXANDER 

Posted: Friday, January 27, 2012 3:15 pm

A spokesman for Gov. Andrew Cuomo said the plan released on Thursday to redraw the state's legislative districts would be vetoed, a move that could set up a contentious legal battle between New York's legislative and executive branches.

The plan put out by the Legislative Task Force on Demographic Research and Reapportionment would create a Senate 63rd district near Albany, and also carve out an Asian neighborhood in New York City into a district.

Good government groups argue the once-a-decade event should be taken out of the hands of lawmakers because it is used to protect incumbents and disenfranchise a region's political minority.

Matt Wing, a spokesman for the governor, said a veto appears imminent if the Legislature moves forward with the current proposal.

"At first glance, these lines are simply unacceptable and would be vetoed by the governor," Wing said.

Cuomo's veto promise did not surprise lawmakers.

He has repeatedly stated he would reject any redistricting that includes apparent gerrymandering and has called for the formation of an independent redistricting commission.

"I want a better product and I want a better process," Cuomo said on Thursday.

But many legislators, many of whom signed a pledge during the 2010 election cycle to back the creation of an independent redistricting commission, now argue a constitutional amendment is required to strip the Senate and Assembly of redistricting duties.

Cuomo's veto could set up a constitutional showdown between the Legislature and the popular governor.

"We'd be in a monstrous court fight if he vetoed it," said Sen. Hugh Farley, R-Schenectady.

Cuomo sidestepped questions regarding a legal confrontation with the Legislature, instead mentioning the likelihood of good government groups filing lawsuits.

He noted that the Legislature's role in drafting district lines is constitutionally prescribed. But he also emphasized his role as the one who must ultimately sign off on the plan.

"So it's going to wind up in the courts one way or the other, which some would say is going to be a further complication, but the courts will weigh in here also," Cuomo said.

But the first-term governor in October told the New York Daily News that his veto would create "chaos" if he had to use it.

It's unclear if the Legislature could gather a two-thirds majority to override Cuomo's veto.

Hearings on the redistricting proposal are set to begin on Monday.

The process is on a time clock, however, and it's ticking.

U.S. District Judge Gary Sharpe ruled Friday the state would have its primary election June 26.

Typically, New York has held primary elections in early September. That timing, though, conflicts with a federal statute on how early absentee ballots must be sent out before the general election.

Sharpe said the state could pick a different date, provided it complied with federal law.

The state Assembly and Election Commissioners Association backed the June date. The state Senate proposed a primary in August, saying it would be less of a change from the current timing.

How the expected challenges to the redistricting plan affect that date, though, remains to be seen.

"I don't think the courts will let you get to a point where there's no election this year," Cuomo said.

Locally, the Legislature's redistricting plan would carve Washington County into three Assembly districts, and assign the heart of the Adirondack Park to someone other than Sen. Elizabeth Little, R-Queensbury, or Assemblywoman Teresa Sayward, R-Willsboro.

The geographic expanse, low population and wilderness expanses of Hamilton County, which would go into Farley's district, make the region an important part of the Adirondack political debate, which often focuses on land use issues.

"I think they tried to do it as fairly as they could," Little said of the Task Force's proposal. "It didn't change that much. It would have been nice if it didn't change at all."

Outside political observers have noted that adding another voice advocating for the park in the Senate could be a good thing for communities inside the Blue Line.

The Associated Press contributed to this article.
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