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Judge calls for ‘special master’ to draw NY district lines

Jon Campbell 

February 15, 2012

ALBANY — A federal judge late Monday criticized state lawmakers for dragging their feet on drawing new district lines, calling for the appointment of a “special master” to draw the maps instead.

In a five-page ruling, U.S. District Court Judge Dora Irizarry asked the chief judge of the 2nd Circuit Court of Appeals to tap a three-judge panel to identify a special master, who would “oversee and draw up a redistricting plan that is in compliance with federal and state constitutional and statutory law.”

Irizarry, a Republican based in Brooklyn, was critical of lawmakers in charge of the redistricting process, saying the state’s compressed election cycle is cause for intervention. A federal judge in Albany last month ordered New York's federal primary to be held on June 26, moving it up from its traditional September date.

It wasn’t immediately clear what impact the decision would have on LATFOR, the legislative task force currently redrawing lines. Gov. Andrew Cuomo, meanwhile, has vowed to veto any lines not drawn by an independent entity, which would send the maps to court.

Monday’s decision sided with the plaintiffs, a coalition of New York voters who filed suit in November. 

They had called for the appointment of a special master, alleging that time had already run too short for lawmakers to draw their own lines.

Senate Republicans, Assembly Democrats and the state attorney general’s office, meanwhile, had argued that judicial intervention in the once-a-decade redistricting process was “premature.”

Irizarry said lawmakers can’t “simply rely on the history of past redistricting legislation that was passed and signed into law at the eleventh hour,” and noted that district lines weren’t finalized in 1992 and 2002 until a judge intervened.

Meanwhile, LATFOR has released draft maps for new state Senate and Assembly districts, but has yet to release any drafts for congressional lines. Two of New York’s congressional seats need to be eliminated this year because of the state’s slower rate of growth in the 2010 Census compared to other states.

The petitioning period for congressional candidates is scheduled to begin March 20.

LATFOR is controlled by Senate Republicans and Assembly Democrats, who hold a majority in their respective houses. Senate Democrats, who have been critical of the task force, praised Irizarry’s decision.

“We agree with the judge’s request,” spokesman Mike Murphy said. “The only way New Yorkers will have fair representation is if the courts not politicians draw the district lines.”
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