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Lawmakers tussle over district lines: GOP trying to create 63rd Senate seat 

Jon Campbell

March 15, 2012

ALBANY -- State lawmakers were planning to work late into the night Wednesday to approve new Senate and Assembly district lines, while the Legislature and Gov. Andrew Cuomo appear to have struck a deal to revamp the once-a-decade redistricting process in future years.

The Legislature's redistricting task force formally approved its final proposal for Senate and Assembly districts Wednesday morning, setting the stage for a vote. The proposal would include the creation of a 63rd Senate seat, which the Republican majority says is required under a complex formula in the state constitution that determines the size of the chamber. Democrats, however, say the GOP is manipulating the formula for political gain.

Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver told reporters that lawmakers and Cuomo have reached a deal on retooling the state's redistricting system. Cuomo had threatened to veto the Legislature's district maps if an agreement on a constitutional amendment and an accompanying law to change the line-drawing process wasn't reached.

The amendment, which would need to be passed by consecutively elected sessions of the Legislature and by a vote of the public, would establish a 10-member panel to redraw state and congressional lines every 10 years, beginning in 2022. Lawmakers would appoint eight of the panel members, and those appointees would select the other two.

The law would include similar provisions, and serve as a backup plan if the constitutional amendment isn't finalized. The constitution currently gives lawmakers the power to draw their own district lines, which good-government groups say allows lines that are beneficial to maintaining political majorities.

Senate Deputy Majority Leader Thomas W. Libous, R-Binghamton, said Wednesday he believes the state legislative lines would be wrapped up by the end of the night. As of 10 p.m., the legislation was in the midst of a lengthy debate on both the Senate and Assembly floors.

"I suspect we'll have everything ready to go. I believe that at the end of the day, the governor will be at the same place we are. We'll have a constitutional amendment," Libous said. "We'll have a deal on moving forward to a different type of process in the future."

The deal on redistricting reform had not been officially announced by Cuomo's office as of 10 p.m.

Members of the Legislature's Black, Puerto Rican, Hispanic and Asian Caucus spoke out against the proposed Senate districts Wednesday morning, with Assemblyman Karim Camara, D-Brooklyn, calling them "a vicious assault on the Voting Rights Act."

Camara, the caucus' chairman, singled out districts in the city of Rochester, southern Westchester County, and on Long Island, which he says have been designed to split minority neighborhoods into separate districts and dilute their voting power.

The federal Voting Rights Act is meant to ensure the rights of minority voters are upheld.

"We see community groups of interest that are split, that are cracked, that are broken apart," Camara said. "It diminishes and dilutes the strength of their vote."

But the caucus, which has 35 members in the Assembly and 15 in the Senate, stopped short of vowing to vote in a bloc against the districts. Instead, Camara said it would consider suing in federal court under the Voting Rights Act.

Meanwhile, Sen. Michael Nozzolio, R-Fayette, Seneca County, who co-chairs the task force, and Assemblyman John McEneny, D- Albany, said negotiations have essentially stopped when it comes to congressional districts, increasing the likelihood that a federal court in Brooklyn will have the final say. 

McEneny co-chairs the redistricting committee with Nozzolio.

U.S. Magistrate Roanne Mann on Monday issued her final recommendation for paring New York's congressional delegation from 29 to 27, due to its slow rate of growth shown in the 2010 census. Absent a last-minute deal among lawmakers, Mann's plan could take effect as soon as Thursday when it is put to a public hearing before a three-judge panel in Brooklyn.  
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