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Editorial

Reneging on redistricting 

April 22, 2011, 10:43 AM

Under politics as usual in the state of New York, lawmakers have been choosing their own voters before voters get a chance to choose them. Members of the Legislature in Albany have been allowed to reshape election districts, including their own, every 10 years to protect themselves and their parties. 

 Such democracy in reverse recently was dubbed Charlie Sheen-style redistricting: It’s all about winning. 

Now Gov. Andrew Cuomo’s effort to put a stop to the behind-closed-doors wheeling and dealing has become stalled by, of all things, politics. 

What a surprise. 

Mr. Cuomo and other Democrats have called for redistricting - something all states must do once a decade under a federal mandate to conform with the latest U.S. Census - to be carried out in New York by an independent, bipartisan panel free of conflicts of interest. 

But the Republicans, who had paid much lip service to reform, now say they don’t want anything like that to take place before 2020. No wonder. Based on carefully fashioned election districts, the GOP barely won a 32-30 State Senate majority at the polls in 2010. On voter rolls statewide, Democrats have a 2 to 1 majority. 

Last year, every Republican in the new State Senate, including GOP leader Dean Skelos, campaigned on a pledge to back independent redistricting. New York Uprising, a reform group led by Ed Koch, the former mayor of New York, also obtained that promise from the Democrats who control the Assembly. 

The campaign pledge of independence on redistricting was taken by all of the Staten Islanders elected to serve in the current Legislature: Republican Sen. Andrew Lanza and Democratic Sen. Diane Savino; plus Assembly members Matthew Titone (D-North Shore), Mike Cusick (D-Mid-Island); Nicole Malliotakis (R-East Shore) and Lou Tobacco (R-South Shore). 

Not so fast, says Mr. Skelos. 

He now proposes to reform the process of redistricting via a constitutional amendment. This would need the approval of two successive legislatures and voters statewide. The old system wouldn’t change for 10 years. 

According to Mr. Skelos, his plan fulfills the GOP endorsement of the Koch pledge. Of course, the former mayor is boiling mad about this shameless effort to derail and delay independent redistricting. 

 “I was shocked,” Mr. Koch said about those he branded “Enemies of Reform.” Said the former mayor: “These are people who I believe deserve the title of dishonorable.” 

His group, New York Uprising, has launched a series of robo-calls to voters in the districts of lawmakers who reneged on bipartisan reform before 2012. 

Unfortunately, time is running out. 

After passing the state’s first on-time budget since 2006, members of the Senate and Assembly chose to take a break until May 2. Much unfinished business remains, including redistricting reform. 

Legislative agreement must take place before long on an independent commission in order for it to propose the new lines of election districts for next year’s campaign. 

The governor has vowed to veto any legislation that doesn’t provide for apportionment by a bipartisan panel. The dispute could eventually wind up in the courts. 

Nothing in the state constitution prevents the Legislature from creating an independent commission at this point to end the decades-old political practice of twisting election districts for the benefit of incumbents. 

Albany must forsake the discredited tactics of gerrymandering sooner rather than later.
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