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Editorial
Cuomo wastes a moment

March 19, 2012

• The following appeared as a editorial in the Buffalo News:

Once every 10 years — and with 10 years' notice — New York state has a chance to fix the crooked way it draws political lines to account for population changes.

In New York, the politicians kick away that opportunity every 10 years, preferring to maintain the corrupt system that allows them to choose their voters before their voters choose them. In that backward approach, parties retain virtually unchallenged power, elections are rendered noncompetitive and politicians are free to spend taxpayers' money as they choose, often in the way their big-dollar donors prefer.

It's all but criminal, and this year voters thought they had an ally. Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo had repeatedly pledged to veto any redistricting plan that was based on the electoral needs of politicians. He made the promise during his 2010 campaign and then repeated it over and over and over again. There was no chance he would back down.

Until this week, when he agreed to a transparently political plan that is a gift to Senate Republicans, a betrayal of his repeated promises and a waste of a golden moment. That is to say, he caved. Lawmakers passed the bill and Cuomo signed it on Thursday.

Here's one example of how bad this plan is: In an attempt to preserve the seat now held by Sen. Mark Grisanti, R-Buffalo, the plan drawn up by Senate Republicans gives him a less-Democratic district in part by connecting North Buffalo to the suburbs south of the city via a sliver of unpopulated land along Fuhrmann Boulevard. It is classic, unvarnished gerrymandering, meant not to serve the interests of voters or communities, but those of Grisanti and the Senate's threatened Republican majority.

Similarly, the plan creates a whole new, largely Republican district to help pad the party's margin of power and preserve its narrow majority. There was no other reason to create a new district. It was power politics, pure and simple, and Cuomo went along with it.

It is fair to say that the governor may have gotten something of value in the bargain, although many details are yet to be disclosed. The Legislature voted for a constitutional amendment designed to create an independent commission to handle redistricting 10 years from now, but that lengthy process allows plenty of time for mischief. Legislative leaders pledged in 2010 to draw fair district lines through an independent redistricting process, and quickly reneged once the November elections were safely past.
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