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Commentary
Redistricting blues

By MICHAEL A. BENJAMIN

January 28, 2012

Before its work had even begun, the state legislative redistricting panel, known as LATFOR, was vilified by good government groups, Ed Koch and Gov. Cuomo. We were told that the process would be driven by incumbency protection and partisan politics. Common Cause threatened war if the redistricting plans protected white incumbents at the expense of minority groups.

It looks like the critics were half right.

The bipartisan LATFOR redistricting plan is a mixed bag: It’s responsive to minority rights, notably to the state’s fastest-growing minority communities. But some districts are downright ugly, with the Senate plan in particular stinting the city and Long Island — seven counties that account for 58 percent of the state’s residents.

Basically, by having Senate districts in these counties hold slightly more people, while Upstate districts hold slightly fewer (a variation just inside of what the law allows), the map leaves the seven counties one seat short of what they might otherwise get.

But the US Supreme Court just ruled that redistricting is an inherently political task, so judges may not substitute their own notions of fairness for those of elected state legislatures. So it appears unlikely that a court challenge to these maps will succeed on the basis of partisan unfairness.

Of course, the state’s top politician, Gov. Cuomo, has a role here. He’s threatened to veto anything that comes out of LATFOR, but he also set out principles that any redistricting should follow. And these plans seem to meet three of his goals: They advance minority voting rights, unite communities of interest and aren’t overtly partisan.

For example, the plans include the creation of two new Asian-majority Assembly districts, though they may not immediately elect Asian-American candidates to office. It’s worth noting that Asian-Americans are far from monolithic. Indeed, the South Asians in Queens are a disparate group with many coming from India, Pakistan and even the Caribbean (Asian ethnics whose families moved here from Trinidad, Guyana, Suriname).

Yes, the Senate plan pits incumbent Senate Democrats in Queens against each other — but while that surely outrages those incumbents, it’s not a partisan hit: Whoever gets elected will probably be a Democrat, not a Republican. The Assembly plan directs its pain Upstate, with two pairings that pit incumbent legislators against each other.

But Cuomo’s demand that districts be reasonably compact and contiguous wasn’t met; some of the plan’s creations are being compared to all sorts of exotic animals. (The tradition dates back to the “Gerrymander” from to the earliest US redistricting.)

In some cases, though, the ugly, sprawling districts are abetted by the need to comply with the federal Voting Rights Act. As I’ve noted before, New York should look to end the close federal supervision that requires these contortions.

We need to stop digging more racial and ethnic silos in our inner cities, and prepare for the day when minority candidates can feel confident enough to run for office in Brighton Beach as well as Bedford-Stuyvesant.

Public hearings on the LATFOR plans start soon — including online. A popular outcry could force change before final passage by the Legislature in late February. I urge city residents and Long Islanders to make their voices. Bring the 63rd Senate district downstate.

It’s enough that our wealth is transferred upstate; they shouldn’t take our representation, too.

And let us resolve to make this the last time redistricting is driven by partisan, racial and ethnic concerns.
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