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Court likely to adopt judge's remap plan

Speaker Silver sees little chance of deal

By Tom Precious and Jerry Zremski 

Updated: March 14, 2012, 7:59 AM 

There's no deal in sight in Albany regarding new congressional lines for the state -- meaning the odds are growing that a court will adopt a judge's plan that gives the Buffalo area two districts while putting Rep. Kathleen C. Hochul, D-Amherst, in Republican territory.

Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver said Tuesday that it's "unlikely" the Democratic Assembly and Republican Senate will strike a deal on a congressional remap by Thursday, when a three-judge panel in Brooklyn will hear arguments on Magistrate Judge Roanne L. Mann's proposed district lines.

What's more, Silver seemed to wash his hands of the matter.

"It's nearing a close in that the [federal] master has made a final recommendation. It's up to the court to make a determination," he said.

Silver's comments came amid a whirlwind day on the redistricting issue, as Mann tweaked her proposal for reducing the number of districts from 29 to 27 and as the State Legislature moved toward approving new state district lines.

On the federal side, though, it's increasingly likely that the court will adopt Mann's plan, which trims the number of Buffalo-area House districts from three to two. The judge's plan:

Pushes Hochul into a district consisting of Buffalo's outer suburbs, rural Niagara County and rural territory stretching all the way to Ontario County. Republicans have a 7 percentage point advantage in that new 27th District.

Gives Rep. Brian Higgins a Buffalo-centered district that also includes the inner suburbs, Lackawanna and Niagara Falls. Democrats enjoy a 13-point edge in that new 26th District.

Creates a Rochester-based 25th District, with a five-point Democratic edge, for Rep. Louise M. Slaughter, a Fairport Democrat who now represents the "earmuff district" connecting Rochester and Buffalo.

Expands the Southern Tier district of Rep. Tom Reed, R-Corning, to include Chautauqua County and the strongly Democratic Ithaca area. The GOP would have a three-point edge in that new 23rd District.

The three-judge panel will consider adopting that plan unless legislators strike a deal.

"We have been talking about it, but I don't know if it's possible," Silver said of such a deal.

Dean Skelos, leader of the Republican majority in the State Senate, said that he wants to negotiate with Silver but that the Assembly leader has "internal political problems."

He said the problems involve a battle between Democratic county chairmen in Manhattan, Queens and the Bronx.

"Neither of them wants to give an inch in order to come up with a legislative plan," Skelos said of the concerns about congressional lines -- and their impact on certain incumbents -- in the three boroughs.

"We're prepared to negotiate an agreement, but he's not open to that right now," Skelos said of Silver.

In a radio interview, Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo called the judge's plan "remarkably similar" to the partisan proposals.

But they actually differ in many ways. The Democratic Assembly offering, for example, splits Buffalo between Higgins and Hochul, giving them both districts with a Democratic edge.

With the Legislature stalemated, the focus shifted to the judge's plan.

The three-judge panel could approve the plan as soon as Thursday, though it's more likely that a final decision will come later but before Tuesday, the start of the petitioning period for congressional candidates.

Albany sources said it's also possible that the start of petitioning could be pushed back or that legislators could strike a redistricting deal after Thursday's hearing. In that case, lawyers for the Legislature would appeal to the court to allow lawmakers to take charge of the redistricting process again.

In response to public feedback, Mann late Monday revised her map, but only slightly.

Under the revision, the district Hochul would run in would gain a sliver of Livingston County that previously had been in Reed's district. Hochul's district also would gain part of the Town of Bergen, in Genesee County, from a new Rochester-based district.

Meanwhile, Reed's Southern Tier district would get a portion of the Town of Naples from the district Hochul would run in.

Otherwise, Reed's district would remain largely the same as under the judge's previous plan, as would Slaughter's.

As for the Senate and Assembly lines, the two houses are set to pass plans today in advance of the Thursday court hearing in Brooklyn. State lawmakers fear that if they do not show progress, the courts will take over the state legislative redistricting as they did with the congressional lines.

"There's always that possibility," Silver said, adding that he believes the Assembly will remain Democratic no matter who draws the map.

Skelos said the Senate plans to pass the state lines today and then -- with or without Cuomo's signature -- present them to the judges Thursday to "show progress."

Asked if he was concerned about a judge taking over the process, Skelos said: "If we passed it within the next month, and I think we'll do it before then, that will still be earlier than where we were 10 years ago."
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