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Cuomo: Redistrict veto falls short

Real reform of system needs a change in the law, governor says

By Jimmy Vielkind

February 23, 2012

ALBANY — Just vetoing political boundaries drawn by legislators won't get a better system for the once-a-decade process of redistricting, Gov. Andrew Cuomo said Wednesday.

"What you don't achieve in that option is, you don't achieve any reform. The real problem, which is the constitution and the law, stays in place and 10 years from now the Legislature draws the lines once again," Cuomo said at a Cabinet meeting. "We don't want the Legislature to draw their own lines. I know. But it happens to be the law, so if you want to change it, change the law."

The lines are being drawn by LATFOR, a legislative task force jointly controlled by Democrats who dominate the Assembly and Republicans who hold a bare majority in the Senate.

In early 2011, Cuomo proposed creating a new, independent commission and threatened to veto any lines drawn through a non-independent process. He has always hesitated to make a direct connection between his threat and LATFOR's work.

Instead, the governor has used the veto as a stick in negotiations over how to change the constitution — he has denounced the first draft of lines as "hyper-partisan" — but so far there has been no agreement.

On Monday, a federal magistrate in Brooklyn will determine how judicial oversight of the process should proceed. If Cuomo vetoes the legislative plan, it will hold much less weight in the eyes of the court that has the ultimate say over the lines.

Which is why Susan Lerner, executive director of Common Cause New York, pushed Cuomo not to cap his veto pen.

"He was right when he said we need a better product for this cycle and a better process for next cycle. (But) they're not tied together and they're not interchangeable," she said. "We can achieve a better product this year through the courts, and the governor holds the key, if he's consistent with a veto."

LATFOR's partisan leaders are currently trying to reconcile district maps for Congress, and after a round of public hearings are tweaking the draft boundaries for the state districts.

Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos, R-Long Island, said he wants to have a vote on the lines by March 1 — just a week away. After state legislators failed for two years to comply with a federal law requiring that military voters stationed overseas get their ballots 45 days prior to the general election, a federal judge set the beginning of the congressional election calendar at March 20.

Albany Assemblyman Jack McEneny, LATFOR's Democratic co-chair, has questioned the value of having an independent commission, and implied Cuomo has not been consistent on the issue.

"I still see quotes saying because a committee of his approval didn't do it ... he's going to veto it regardless," McEneny said. "I agree with him when he said (in a recent interview) that going to the courts is chaos."
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