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Koch scolds senators over redistricting pledge

By David Lombardo Gazette Reporter

February 1, 2012

CAPITOL — Former New York City Mayor Ed Koch’s good-government group has joined the chorus criticizing proposed state legislative boundaries and identified three Capital Region senators as enemies of reform.

State Sens. Hugh Farley, R-Niskayuna; James Seward, R-Milford; and Roy McDonald, R-Saratoga, all signed a pledge committing their support for a non-partisan redistricting commission, but Koch’s New York Uprising is asserting they violated that pledge based on the proposed lines and the Senate’s failure to create an independent commission. Koch is also taking aim at the entire Republican Senate caucus, as every member signed the pledge in 2010.

“I am disappointed in this result and in the dishonorable lawmakers who openly pledged to do things differently this year and then reneged when it wasn’t to their political advantage,” Koch said in a statement.

“What a shame; this is not reform in letter or in spirit.”

Seward disagreed with Koch’s interpretation of events and argued that the Senate fulfilled the mayor’s “reform suggestions” with the passage of a constitutional amendment that would create an independent redistricting commission for 2012.

“I feel I have already lived up to my pledge,” Seward said.

He added that the plan being advanced by the governor — an independent commission appointed by the governor and legislative leaders — didn’t meet his definition of independent or non-partisan.

This sentiment was echoed by Farley, who noted that his chamber at least took action, while the Assembly failed to pass any redistricting legislation.

“We were the only ones to fulfill the pledge,” he said. “The Assembly has done nothing on this.”

McDonald declined comment.

A legislative task force co-chaired by Senate and Assembly members has created a proposed set of district lines for the Senate and Assembly — the majority party in each chamber essentially drew the lines for that chamber and the task force approved them. Next, the redistricting proposal will be the subject of public hearings. The task force may revise it and then will submit it to the governor, who can veto it. If he does veto it, the matter will go to court for a final decision.

Bill Mahoney, legislative operations and research coordinator for the New York Public Interest Research Group, said in his opinion, the pledge required the pledges to do something about the issue for 2012. He did give the senators who voted for the constitutional amendment more credit than the Assembly Democrats.

If the senators really want to live up to their pledge, though, Mahoney said, they should vote against the currently proposed lines and either let a court draw up lines or try again to make non-partisan lines themselves.

Farley does not plan to do that, saying “of course” he will vote for the proposed lines.

“I don’t feel the lines favor anyone in the Senate,” he said.

Seward was less enthusiastic, saying he would follow the ongoing public hearings and then make up his mind on how he would vote. He added that these lines are just the “opening salvo,” with a different set of boundaries possibly in the works.

It’s not clear what repercussions there will be for senators who violated the pledge. Koch’s influence is far from certain, and political observers say typically the issue of redistricting is not a deciding factor for voters.

Mahoney said it will play a larger than usual role in the 2012 elections because of the attention it is getting now. He predicted that in a close election it could be the deciding factor, which will mean a lot in the state Senate, where control of the majority could rest with a single seat. Republicans currently hold a 32-30 advantage in the Senate.
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