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Accord reached on remaps to avoid US intervention

Senate, Assembly lines approved, but ones for Congress go to court

By Tom Precious 

Updated: March 15, 2012, 8:17 AM 

ALBANY -- State lawmakers Wednesday night agreed on new State Senate and Assembly district boundaries that are likely to be in place for the next decade.  At the same time, lawmakers threw up their hands on how to draw the state's 27 congressional districts -- setting the stage for a three-judge panel in Brooklyn to impose a court-created set of new lines today.

The redistricting plan that majority parties in the two houses hope will preserve their power in upcoming elections was approved by the Assembly and Senate late Wednesday.  But at the same time, threats of new lawsuits were being made to challenge the lines, especially the Republican-drawn districts in the State Senate, which would grow by an additional seat to 63 members as a way to help preserve GOP control.

For Western New York, the lines are largely what lawmakers proposed a month ago.  The district of Sen. Mark J. Grisanti, R-Buffalo, would expand to the south -- thanks to a narrow spit of land, some unpopulated, along Lake Erie and into several southern suburbs.  Sen. Michael H. Ranzenhofer, R-Amherst, would see his district stretch from the Buffalo city line to Rochester, while Sen. George D. Maziarz, R-Newfane, would represent all of Niagara County.  State Sen. Timothy M. Kennedy, D-Buffalo, would get a far larger chunk of the city to represent.

In the Assembly, the newest member, Sean M. Ryan, D-Buffalo, would lose a large chunk of the city and head into Lackawanna and Hamburg while Assemblywoman Crystal D. Peoples-Stokes, D-Buffalo, would see much of her current district held intact but grow to make up for the large population loss seen among her constituents in the last 10 years.

African-American and Latino lawmakers say the Senate maps amount to racial gerrymandering, and they pointed to several cases, including the splitting up of an existing Senate district that includes black communities in Buffalo and Niagara Falls.

The change was made by Senate Republicans to help their most vulnerable incumbent, Grisanti, emerge from the redistricting process with a new district with half as many Democrats as the one he now represents. The new district is still predominantly Democratic, by about two-and-a half to one ratio.

Critics were calling on Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo to live up to a campaign promise to veto the Assembly and Senate lines. Cuomo, though, was expected to sign the bill before today's federal court hearing.  Instead of demanding an independent process for this year's redistricting process, Cuomo negotiated a proposed constitutional amendment to put a dose of some more independence into the next redistricting round -- in 2022. A tentative agreement was achieved on a bill to force through some of the changes in case lawmakers do not approve the required second passage of the amendment next year; over the coming decade, future legislators could change the law, however.

But one watchdog group leader called the constitutional amendment the two houses have agreed to pass a mere "change for change's sake."  "We don't believe we should amend our constitution just so we can say we changed things and we didn't improve them," said Susan Lerner, executive director of Common Cause New York. She urged a federal court panel to take control of the state line-drawing process from the State Legislature and Cuomo, just as it has done with the new congressional districts.

A group of African-American and Latino state legislators threatened legal action over the GOP-drawn Senate lines, which Assemblyman Karim Camara, D-Brooklyn, called a "vicious assault" on a 1965 federal Voting Rights Act designed to protect against the diminishment of minority representation.

But the minority lawmakers could not, as a group, say that they would be voting against the redistricting plan even some may be going to court to challenge. That's because a number of them are members of the Assembly, and they say they largely support the lines for that chamber.

The new lines for the Senate and Assembly are contained in a single bill.

For the governor, the whole process has many political pitfalls, least of which was his campaign promise in 2010 to create an independent redistricting process so that "New York would finally have districts drawn by neutral umpires, not biased insiders."

In recent months, Cuomo has opened the door to approving the legislative lines -- so long as they are not "hyperpolitical," a term he has not specifically defined. He also has said the Legislature must create a less lawmaker-driven redistricting process to start after the next U.S. census is taken in 2020.

Lawmakers involved in redistricting believe they will be able to show the federal judges today that enough progress has been made in the redistricting process for state legislative lines that the federal courts do not have to get involved as they have with the congressional side of redistricting.

Even if Cuomo signs the new State Legislature lines into law, they still must be approved for compliance with the Voting Rights Act by the U.S. Department of Justice. In addition, they must survive court litigation by outside groups or individuals.

Cuomo did not comment Wednesday.
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