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Citizens group calls new congressional district maps 'partisan gerrymandering'

By Mark Weiner / The Post-Standard 

March 2, 2012, 6:55 AM

Washington -- Now that Democrats and Republicans have filed their competing proposals to redraw New York’s congressional district lines, the rest of the battle could play out in the court of public opinion.

The U.S. District Court in Brooklyn wants to hear from anyone – you don’t have to be a lawyer or politician — with an interest in how the new district lines should be drawn. You can even submit your own maps at the court's website. The deadline is 11:59 p.m. today.

The submissions will be considered by U.S. Magistrate Roanne Mann. A three-judge panel appointed her as special master in the case to come up with a court-ordered redistricting plan because the state legislature could not agree after months of political wrangling.

Among the plans the court will consider is a nonpartisan proposal submitted by Common Cause, a good-government group that has been critical of the secret negotiations that have traditionally yielded districts that help keep incumbents in power.

After viewing maps submitted to the court by the state Senate Republican majority and Assembly Democratic majority, Common Cause Executive Director Susan Lerner said Thursday her group will offer the judge a formal objection to both plans.

"The legislature doesn’t surprise us that they favored partisan gerrymandering in favor of incumbents," Lerner said in an interview.

"Both plans are guilty of the same thing — just in mirror image of each other," Lerner said. "Democrats draw districts to help Democrats and make it uncomfortable for Republicans. Republicans draw districts to help Republicans. The only entity that is not involved in this is the voter."

This is the fourth time New York’s once-a-decade redistricting process has ended up in the courts. The one difference this year is that New York voters have an unprecedented chance to be heard by the judge, Lerner said.

The court has said it will consider all options and maps submitted by the public by the end of the day today. And all of the plans can be viewed on the courts website.

"This is not a bunch of politicians behind closed doors carving up the state for their mutual benefit," Lerner said.

Once all of the submissions are received, the judge will hold a hearing at 1 p.m. Monday where Assembly and Senate lawyers and Common Cause can discuss their objections to the opposing plans.

Then, with the help of an independent Columbia Law School expert, Mann will release the court’s proposed maps March 12. The public also will have a chance to offer opinions at a public hearing March 15 at the federal court in Brooklyn.

A three-judge panel is expected to issue the final order in time for candidates to begin passing petitions by March 20 – the date necessary for district lines to be finalized so can candidates can appear on the June 26 primary ballot.

Central New York’s three representatives in Congress declined to discuss the proposed new district lines Thursday.

Among those who would likely object is U.S. Rep. Ann Marie Buerkle, R-Onondaga Hill, who would see her 25th Congressional District become more Democratic under both of the parties’ proposals.

Republicans and Democrats agreed that the foundation of the new district will be Onondaga and Tompkins counties, both of which have more registered Democrats than Republicans. In Tompkins County, which includes Ithaca, Democrats have a nearly two-to-one advantage.

Republicans and Democrats also agreed that three Republican-leaning towns in Monroe County should no longer be part of the district.

If those agreements survive, they would likely guarantee a Democratic enrollment advantage in a new district when Buerkle runs for re-election this November.

But both parties still disagree about how to complete a Syracuse-based district that must be reapportioned with all others in New York to include about 720,000 people in each district.

Democrats want to include all of Cayuga County, including Auburn, and most of Madison County in what would become New York’s 22nd Congressional District, giving the party a strong enrollment advantage.

Republicans want the district to include all of Wayne County and only northern Cayuga County – both currently in the district – along with all of Cortland County.

The GOP’s renamed 21st Congressional District would still give Democrats an enrollment advantage.

The two other House members who represent Central New York also would see changes under the proposals:

-- U.S. Rep. Richard Hanna, R-Barneveld, would see his existing 24th District expand from all or part of 11 counties to 14 counties under the Democratic plan.

The new 14-county district would stretch across a wide strip of the state, from the southern border at Binghamton and Broome County through the Adirondacks to the Vermont border.

Hanna also would lose Utica and Rome and the large part of Oneida County that make up the base of his district. The Syracuse-area portion of the district would include only Cortland County and a small part of Oneida County.

The Republican plan would create a nine-county district that includes all of Madison County and most of Oneida County.

-- U.S. Rep. Bill Owens, D-Plattsburgh, would see his existing 23rd District move from all or parts of 11 counties to seven counties under the Democratic plan. He would keep most of his district centered in the North Country.

In Central New York, Owens would keep all of Oswego County in his district, and gain most of Oneida County.

The Republican plan would keep the district almost the same as it is now, but take away Madison County. 
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