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Political intrigue surrounds redrawing of Onondaga County Legislature districts

Rick Moriarty/The Post-Standard 

April 12, 2011, 6:27 AM

Syracuse, N.Y. -- Depending on who you talk to, Onondaga County’s proposed new election districts are either an attempt to break down the political divide that separates Syracuse from its suburbs or a scheme to elect Republicans and dilute the votes of minority voters.

But one thing is certain. The proposed new districts make for some pretty weird shapes on the map.

There’s The Lobster. It’s labeled on the map as county Legislature District 5, but it looks remarkably like the crustacean. It includes pieces of three towns and Syracuse. Its tail encompasses half the village of North Syracuse and a piece of Cicero. Its right claw consists of a sliver of Syracuse and a chunk of Salina. It’s left claw picks off a piece of DeWitt.

District 7 looks like a vulture ready to take flight. Its two legs are anchored in the southern part of DeWitt, its torso is the town’s middle, its drooping head pokes into Syracuse’s North Side neighborhood, and its flapping wings jut north to the Cicero line.

Then there’s The Brass Knuckles. Officially listed as District 15, this narrow strip of a district wraps around the southern portion of Syracuse, grabs a spoonful of Onondaga and takes a bite of Geddes, including the village of Solvay. It looks like the weapon that give fighters an edge in hand-to-hand combat.

The county Legislature’s Republican majority leadership drew the new lines, using a low-tech method involving a dry-erase pen and a transparent plastic sheet laid over a table-sized county map.

Legislature Chairman James Rhinehart said the odd shapes are the result of three factors — the need to enlarge the districts so each has about 27,500 residents, an effort to create a more “metropolitan” county government with districts that overlap city-suburban borders, and a desire by both parties to avoid pitting incumbent legislators against each other.

“We had a regional approach, recognizing Syracuse as sort of the center,” said Rhinehart, R-Skaneateles.

Democrats don’t like the plan and are expected to offer their own Friday. They have even talked about launching a legal challenge.

They say the odd shapes on the Republican’s map are classic gerrymandering — the practice of drawing electoral districts to give the party in power an unfair advantage.

The county charter requires redistricting every 10 years, coinciding with the U.S. census. Beyond that, voters in November approved reducing the Legislature from 19 to 17 members.

A Republican-controlled Reapportionment Commission approved the proposed new district map last week. A public hearing will be 7 p.m. Wednesday in the Legislature chambers. Lawmakers are scheduled to vote on it at 10 a.m. Friday.

Mark Monmonier, a geography professor at Syracuse University’s Maxwell School and author of the book “Bushmanders & Bullwinkles: How Politicians Manipulate Electronic Maps and Census Data to Win Elections,” said the odd shapes are likely the result of political leaders protecting incumbent lawmakers from both parties.

“It’s the kind of thing that tends to promote a cynicism,” he said, speaking generally.

Any lawmaker can introduce a different plan. But the Reapportionment Commission’s proposal is expected to win approval because it reflects the desires of the Republican leadership, whose party holds a 12-7 majority in the Legislature.

Democratic flood leader Mark Stanczyk said the Republicans reshaped the districts so that Democratic incumbents will have more new territories to represent — and campaign in — than do Republican incumbents.

Legislator Thomas Buckel, D-Syracuse, said it looks to him like the Republican plan dilutes the votes of some of the city’s minority population by shifting their neighborhoods into districts that overlap with wealthier and whiter neighborhoods in the city and the suburbs.

“This is a case where the politicians are trying to choose their voters,” Buckel said. “It should be the other way around.”

Another sore point involves Geddes. Now, all of the town is in one district represented by long-time Republican Legislator James Corbett. But Corbett is not running for re-election, and the Republican split the town into three districts to be represented by three different lawmakers.

Ed Ryan, Democratic elections commissioner, said Geddes residents should be mad that their town was “whacked up,” making it difficult for residents there to figure out who their legislator is.

Ryan has another reason to be upset. Under the plan, a small fraction of Geddes would be in a newly configured District 8. That small piece contains the home of Ryan’s nephew, Geddes Councilor Chris Ryan.

Chris Ryan announced in March an interest in running for the county Legislature. Under the Republican redistricting plan, instead of running for an open seat, he would have to run against fellow Democrat Sam Laguzza, a 22-year member of the Legislature, in a district containing mostly city residents.

At least one Republican is unhappy, too. Geddes Town Supervisor Manny Falcone said his town would have three county legislators, and possibly none of them would be Geddes residents.

“It’s nothing but a chop job,” he said.

Protecting incumbers proved a little tricky. Republican Legisislators Kathy Rapp and Judy Tassone live less than a two-mile drive from each other in Salina. The redistricting plan made sure they were not pitted against each other. It’s one of the reasons for the odd shape of Rapp’s district — The Lobster — and the reason why Tassone’s District 4 was extended around Onondaga Lake, all the way into Geddes.

Democrats are calling District 7 the “Liedka district,” after East Syracuse Mayor Danny Liedka. They said it was designed to help Liedka, a Republican considering a run for the county Legislature.

Instead of the Brass Knuckles, Democrats are calling the proposed new District 15 the “McMahon district,” after Syracuse Common Councilor Ryan McMahon, a Republican who is considering a run for the Legislature.

County Executive Joanie Mahoney, a Republican, said she supports the plan. She said Democrats should not complain because eight of the 17 districts under the plan contain a majority of Democratic voters and six have a majority of city residents.

If Republicans won some of those city districts, it would not be a bad thing for the city because it would give Syracuse a voice in the Legislature’s majority caucus, something it does not have now, she said.

Rhinehart, who played a major role drawing up the plan, denied the odd shapes are the result of an attempt to help Republicans.

He noted that a majority of the voters in the new Districts 7 and 15 — the so-called Liedka and McMahon districts — are Democrats.

Republicans said Democratic incumbents benefit from some of the odd-shaped. districts, too.

They point to District 9 in the city, which has a bony finger-shaped extension jutting into District 7. The boundary was drawn like that 10 years ago to keep Stanczyk in District 9 and out of District 7, now held by a fellow Democrat, Buckel.
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