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Local district lines for state Legislature lines panned

Task force hears litany of complaints

Written by Jill Terreri 

February 16, 2012  

Downtown Rochester resident Carol Aragon told the panel of state lawmakers: “It’s time to stop the skulduggery.”

Robert Maurer of Mendon said: “You clearly have a conflict of interest.”

Jim Webster of Sodus, Wayne County, put it this way: “I would submit I could take five people in a room ... and I could come up with a fair and equitable plan.”

The state task force charged with drawing new districts for the state Legislature met in Rochester on Wednesday and heard from about 20 speakers, nearly all of whom said the lines were deficient. The six-member task force includes four legislators and does not represent the independent panel that many lawmakers over the summer pledged to use. Gov. Andrew Cuomo has also panned the maps, saying they are unacceptable.

The most common complaint at the 2½-hour hearing, held in the County Office Building downtown, was about the proposed boundaries for Senate District 61, which includes wealthy suburbs of Buffalo and stretches 70 miles to include Rochester’s 19th Ward and the University of Rochester.

Sen. Michael Nozzolio, R-Fayette, Seneca County, said the task force, which he co-chairs, would review the public comments but made no promises concerning the proposed 61st District.

“Every leader, every political leader, every governmental leader wants their county or their city to be in one district and that’s something, we certainly share the objective, but there just isn’t the population around to achieve that objective for everyone,” he said.

The maps, if enacted as drawn, could mean big changes for Monroe County. The Senate maps carve the county into six districts, up from four today. The city of Rochester would be divided into three districts, and senators based in Erie County would represent the University of Rochester and the Rochester Institute of Technology, two major local employers.

“Rochester is ... one of our favorite examples to use, unfortunately, of political gerrymandering,” said Susan Lerner, executive director of Common Cause, during a meeting with the Democrat and Chronicle editorial board following the hearing.

Assemblyman David Gantt, D-Rochester, who contends that the proposed Senate district lines divide communities of interest, told the panel that if the lines are not changed he would see them in court.

“I implore you to change these lines,” Gantt said.

Mayor Thomas Richards said his criticism was not personal about any one senator but that he was deeply concerned about the way the city and county were divided.

Richards noted that the state’s regional economic councils put Rochester and Buffalo in different regions, but that three of the county’s senators would come from the Buffalo-Niagara Falls area under the proposal. Rochester and Monroe County need their own representatives, he said.

Councilman Adam McFadden said that the Senate lines divide minority communities. “The city of Rochester is a majority minority city according to the 2010 census,” McFadden said. “None of the three proposed districts come close to representing our population.”  “Rochester must not be sacrificed for Republican incumbency,” McFadden said, adding that the courts should draw the lines.

Following the census every 10 years, the state Legislature draws new district lines to reflect population changes and ensure that each citizen is equitably represented in the Senate and Assembly.

Redistricting is one of the most political activities of the Legislature, because it affects the long-term fortunes of both parties. It is generally accepted that Republicans, who hold the majority in the Senate, draw the lines for that house, and that majority Democrats in the Assembly draw their own lines.

Sen. Martin Malavé Dilan, D-Brooklyn, said that while he is a member of the redistricting task force, he had no input in the proposed lines because the political majorities of each chamber drove the process.

McFadden and other critics say the lines deprive Rochester’s black and Latino communities of representation because they are split among three districts. In addition to diluting the communities by placing them in larger districts anchored in suburban and rural areas, the lines also prevent a city resident from having a reasonable chance to be elected, McFadden said.

The University of Rochester did not submit verbal or written testimony.  Monroe County Executive Maggie Brooks also did not testify.

What’s next

Monday: A federal judge in Brooklyn, citing the length of time the redistricting process has taken, ruled that a three-judge panel should appoint a special master to redraw the lines. It is unclear how this will affect the process. 

Today: The state task force holds its last scheduled hearing in Buffalo. State legislators then could vote to finalize district lines, or a federal court could intervene. Gov. Andrew Cuomo has said he will veto the proposed lines. 

In a week or 10 days: The congressional lines, which the state task force is also drawing, could be ready, state Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos said Tuesday. 

March 20: Petitions for congressional candidates begin circulating. 

June 26: Congressional primary.

To learn more

Proposed district lines can be viewed at: http://www.latfor.state.ny.us/maps/. 

Common Cause has drawn maps without respect to where incumbents live at www.citizensredistrictny.org.

What’s at stake

Competitive elections and fair representation of the public in the state Legislature, as well as equal opportunities for incumbent politicians and challengers to win elections.
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