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Congress lines at stake

Written by Jon Campbell 

February 21, 2012  

ALBANY — The majority parties in the state Senate and Assembly will meet this week to try to decide how to carve out two of New York's congressional districts, according to a co-chairman of the Legislature's redistricting panel.

Both Assembly Democrats and Senate Republicans have drawn maps of how they'd like to see the state's 27 congressional districts split up and will compare notes this week, Assemblyman John McEneny, D-Albany, said Monday.

The two caucuses haven't exchanged maps to this point, but are expected to soon. If all goes according to plan, the state Legislature could vote on the districts as soon as next week, said McEneny.

"We're at a point where each side has at least a draft map, and the leadership will have to get together and decide whether we can merge the two maps," he said.

Merging the maps is no guarantee, however. In 1992 and 2002 — the last two times the state went through the redistricting process — the Senate and Assembly passed separate proposals for congressional districts before a judge intervened.

New York, meanwhile, will lose two seats in Congress beginning this year based on its slower rate of growth compared with other states in the 2010 census. The state currently has 29 seats in Congress.

It has long been speculated that at least one of those districts would come out of western New York.

McEneny serves as his caucus' representative on LATFOR, the legislative panel controlled by Assembly Democrats and Senate Republicans in charge of drawing new district lines.

LATFOR has been working under several clouds in recent months, not the least of which is the state's compressed political calendar. A federal judge last month moved New York's federal primary to June 26 in order to comply with the MOVE Act, a statute requiring absentee ballots to be in the hands of overseas military personnel at least 45 days in advance of an election.

The petitioning process for congressional candidates begins March 20.

Last week, U.S. District Court Judge Dora Irizarry asked an appeals court to appoint a three-judge panel — which she now sits on — to consider appointing a "special master" to draw new state and congressional districts for New York. Irizarry argued that LATFOR wasn't making sufficient progress on maps and suggested it was time for a court to intervene.

Late Friday, attorneys for Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver, D-Manhattan, and Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos, R-Nassau County, argued against a special master, saying it would "put the cart before the horse."

In a filing, the attorneys advised against the court's intervention, but they asked the judicial panel to limit its purview to the state's congressional maps if it decides to get involved.

LATFOR is right on track, they argued, when it comes to state Assembly and Senate district lines. Draft maps for the state Legislature were released late last month but have been panned by good-government groups as being drawn to protect political interests. New York's primary date for state legislators is Sept. 11.

"(Congressional) redistricting obviously must be given highest priority in light of the current primary schedule, and will occupy the Court, the parties, and any special master, while according the Legislature due time to enact State Assembly and State Senate plans," Silver and Skelos' attorneys wrote.

Both Silver and Skelos, meanwhile, have said they expect to pass new district maps by March 1, according to the court filing.

Bill Mahoney, research coordinator for the New York Public Interest Group, said his group was "disappointed" in the closed-door nature of the congressional redistricting process.

"There almost certainly won't be any public hearings or even time for public feedback (on congressional lines) at this point," Mahoney said.

Once the Legislature passes the districts, the maps would go to Gov. Andrew Cuomo's desk. Cuomo, a Democrat, had vowed to veto any district lines not drawn by a body independent of the Legislature.

But on Friday he told the Democrat and Chronicle's editorial board that a veto could be avoided if the Legislature follows certain criteria to change the redistricting process.

Asked if there is a promised veto for any lines the Legislature draws, Cuomo said: "I think the best thing is a constitutional amendment, a law that would make a change, and better lines."

A constitutional amendment would have to be passed by separately elected Legislatures and put to a public referendum.

Includes reporting by staff writer Jill Terreri.
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