[image: image1.png][
AILY

T

@mmz Vaice of the Capital Region
171






Judge reshapes state’s congressional districts

Map to become law unless legislators can make deal

By David Lombardo Gazette Reporter

March 7, 2012
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CAPITAL REGION — Congressional representation of the Capital Region is destined for a makeover unless the state Legislature can reach a compromise on redistricting in the next two weeks.

After receiving proposed congressional boundaries from the state Assembly and Senate and private groups last week, court-appointed special master Roanne Mann, a U.S. magistrate in downstate New York, introduced her own lines Tuesday.

The lines create a heavily Democratic Capital Region district for U.S. Rep. Paul Tonko, D-Amsterdam, and a cluster of 11 largely rural counties with a slim Republican enrollment advantage for U.S. Rep. Chris Gibson, R-Kinderhook.

The upstate districts Mann drew are noticeably more compact than either the Senate or Assembly proposals. Her plan is being well received by good government groups and could be in place on March 20, when the congressional candidates begin the process of acquiring signatures for primary elections.

A hearing is scheduled for next week in front of a three-judge panel, according to Common Cause NY Executive Director Susan Lerner. Mann can then tweak those lines based on the testimony.

“Then the plan that [Mann] finalizes is presented to the three-judge panel,” Lerner said during a webinar, “and the three judge panel can adopt the master’s plan, which is frankly most likely to happen ... [and] they issue an order saying these are the congressional districts.”

“Unless the Legislature does something different,” she added.

To do that, the Senate and Assembly would have to agree on a single plan and have it signed by Gov. Andrew Cuomo before the three-judge panel imposes its own lines.

Sherman Jewett, a partner in the Blue & Read political consulting firm, thinks these lines will force the state Senate Republicans and Assembly Democrats to compromise. He said state legislators have demonstrated they don’t like to delegate the power of drawing district lines.

“This will probably come down to a very last-minute deal,” Jewett said. “I don’t take the special master lines to be the end all be all.”

He added that of the various plans so far proposed, the special master’s lines are the most likely to be enacted, as they’re the fallback position.

Assemblyman Peter Lopez, R-Schoharie, described the next few days as a “high-stakes high-wire act” for redistricting. Echoing Jewett, he predicted the court’s maps could force a compromise within the Legislature.

Under the special master’s proposal, Gibson’s district, which now stretches deep into the North Country, would shift well to the south, and he would lose all of Saratoga, Washington, Warren and Essex counties. His new district would include all of Schoharie, Otsego, Delaware, Sullivan, Ulster, Greene and Columbia counties, large portions of Montgomery, Rensselaer and Dutchess counties and a sliver of Broome County.

This district would shrink the Republican enrollment advantage from about 58,000 to only about 5,000 voters, based on the latest voter enrollment statistics from the state Board of Elections. This is a drastic shift in a district that will likely have about 468,190 registered voters, with 125,200 independent voters who could swing the 2012 election. The district would also contain about 26,500 Independence Party voters and about 11,000 Conservative Party voters.

In a statement, Gibson noted that the district has not been finalized and did not comment on other questions.

Jewett said this version of Gibson’s district could make for a competitive race in the fall.

The race to unseat Gibson already includes Democrat Joel Tyner, a Dutchess County legislator, but it may be joined by former Ulster County Democratic Chairman Julian Schreibman if his county is thrown into the district.

“If these districts are approved by the court, I will be a candidate,” Schreibman said in a statement. “That’s a race I’m eager to fight and win on behalf of the people of our region.”

He had planned to run in the district being vacated by U.S. Rep. Maurice Hinchey, D-Saugerties.

Tonko’s proposed district will remain heavily Democratic, as it loses Schoharie County and parts of Fulton and Montgomery County. He is picking up parts of Saratoga County, including Saratoga Springs, Clifton Park and Malta.

Democrat Joanne Yepsen, a Saratoga Springs representative on the county’s Board of Supervisors, said Tonko would be a good fit for the county. Because of the county’s high-tech industries and growing population, she said its inclusion into a Capital Region district made sense.

The proposed changes also move Fulton County and the northern half of Saratoga County into a massive district covered by U.S. Rep. Bill Owens, D-Plattsburgh.
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This draft map of congressional districts for New York state was released Tuesday by a court-appointed special master.
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