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Editorial

Cuomo must veto plan that fails to serve people

Observer-Dispatch 

January 30, 2012

One needs only look at the legislative district lines redrawn by the state Senate and Assembly to see what a hack job is done when you leave the people’s work to politicians.

The proposal gives new meaning to gerrymandering.

Gov. Andrew Cuomo needs to keep his promise, veto the proposal and push for what should have been done in the first place instead of wasting taxpayer time and money on this half-baked plan: Create an independent commission to do the job right.

The state Legislative Task Force on Demographic Research and Redistricting released their plan Thursday. The proposal would include three new Assembly districts in Asian-American neighborhoods in Queens, and the Senate would reconfigure election lines in Queens to form an Asian-majority district. It would also create a new Senate seat in Democrat-dominated Albany County by carving out a section of suburbs dominated by Republican voters. The Senate’s GOP majority argues that census data and voting rights laws demand the addition in the faster growing Albany area.

As for local representation, while new districts might well serve the politicians that drew them, they often make absolutely no sense for the people of New York state.

Some are worse than others. For instance, Claudia Tenney, R-New Hartford, currently represents the 115th Assembly District, which includes large portions of Oneida and Oswego counties. Under the new plan, she’d represent the 102nd Assembly District that would extend from New Hartford in a southeasterly direction, all the way to Coxsackie in Columbia County. The new district includes the hometown of another sitting Republican Assembly member, Peter Lopez, so she could face a primary.

Other districts that make little sense now would make even less sense under the new plan. Sen. Joe Griffo’s 47th District currently looks like something a 4-year-old built from Legos, stretching from Massena on the Canadian border to Deansboro in southern Oneida County. The redrawn 47th adds another Lego to the bottom as it pushes further south into Sangerfield.

Assemblyman Marc Butler’s 117th District becomes the 118th District and looks like a patchwork quilt in need of repair. Sen. James Seward’s new 51st District looks like some sort of board game. Or an ink blot. So does his current one.

And so it goes.

Gerrymandered districts — the term dates to the early 19th century and refers to districts drawn for partisan advantage and approved by then-Massachusetts Gov. Elbridge Gerry, whose district was shaped like a salamander — serve politicians, not the people.

Deal-making legislators draw the lines to favor a particular party, and that discourages competitive elections. In fact, statistics from the New York Public Interest Research Group show that only 25 of the 212 legislative districts — that’s just 11 percent — have close enough party enrollments that could allow frequent competitive elections.

Gerrymandering protects incumbents and stifles serious debate on issues, which ultimately results in lackluster government. A Siena College poll last spring showed that a majority of New Yorkers overwhelmingly support independent redistricting.

In his first year as governor, Cuomo has charted a course for a better New York state. We strongly encourage him to stay on that path by vetoing the Legislative Task Force’s lame redistricting plan and put the job in the hands of an independent commission.  
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