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Redistricting reform deal sought

Assembly and Senate could vote next week on new legislative lines

By Jon Campbell 

9:15 AM, Mar. 3, 2012 

State lawmakers and Gov. Andrew Cuomo are discussing a constitutional change that would drastically alter New York’s redistricting process but would not entirely remove the Legislature from the matter.

Meanwhile, a vote on new Assembly and Senate districts for the 2012 elections could come next week, the majority parties in both houses say.

Every 10 years, new district lines are drawn for state legislative and congressional seats based on population changes. Lawmakers recently released drafts of the new lines, but they have been widely panned as politically influenced. The sides are seeking a compromise.

“There are ongoing staff negotiations, and I’ll tell you the truth — I don’t know where they are on that element,” Cuomo said on 1300-AM in Albany on Friday. “They’ve been talking about it for months.”

Assemblyman John McEneny, D-Albany, confirmed Friday a report in the Times Union of Albany that negotiations with Cuomo’s office centered around creation of a 10-member panel to draw New York’s state and congressional lines each decade. McEneny is the Assembly Democrats’ representative on the Legislature’s redistricting task force.

Each legislative conference in the Assembly and Senate would appoint two people to the panel, totaling eight. Those appointees then would select two more.

But some Senate Democrats and good-government groups criticized a part of the amendment being discussed that would let the Legislature make changes to the panel’s district lines if the lines are voted down twice by legislators.

“The entire purpose of a constitutional change would be to remove the Legislature from the process,” said Sen. Michael Gianaris, D-Manhattan. “This would be an unmitigated disaster for reform.”

New York’s redistricting process long has been panned for letting the majority parties in the Senate and Assembly draw their own district lines. The state constitution gives redistricting power to the Legislature, and amending the document is at least a two-year process that requires passage by consecutively elected Legislatures and a public vote.

McEneny said Friday that lawmakers would be able to change only up to 2 percent of the population in any district proposed by the panel. Panel members also must “have been removed from active political participation” for a certain period of time, he said.

Cuomo vowed to veto any lines not drawn by a nonpartisan panel but has since said the issue could be resolved via three criteria: a fair set of districts, the first passage of a constitutional change and a law to act as a safeguard if the amendment fell through.
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