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Longtime state Sen. Velmanette Montgomery seen at the first interactive ethics reform forum in
Albany on May 4, 2011.

NEW YORK — In an alternate reality, New York is gearing up for the most competitive elections
it has seen in years.

District lines have been redrawn to represent voters across the state. Campaign financing has
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been overhauled to reduce the amount corporations and individuals can give to candidates,
while loopholes that allow businesses to skirt limits have been plugged. Good government
groups have nothing to do.

But that is not the reality we live in.

Instead, in the real New York, fair redistricting has been put off for another decade, leaving the
same old incumbents clinging to their power in the state Legislature. Campaign finance is being
largely ignored, though good government groups are spending time this summer trying to rally
support
to change how elections are financed.

This is, after all, a state with one of the highest incumbent reelection rates in the country .

Not that voters are happy with the representation they get from their state lawmakers. An
October 2011 Quinnipiac poll found that 63 percent of New York voters disapprove of the way
the members of the state Legislature are handling their responsibilities.

So what is it that keeps state legislators in power? We take stock of the top reasons to get you
prepared for this year's election.
Complacency and Familiarity

The simplest explanation for New York’s high incumbency rates, according to Barbara Barr of
the League of Women Voters of New York, is complacency and familiarity.

“People will vote for the people they know,” Barr said. “It's very hard for people to break in.”

And once they are in office, elected officials have taxpayer-paid tools at their disposal to keep
their name in the public.
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For instance, office holders have tools at their disposal that allow them to use taxpayer money
to communicate with constituents: They can send out informational newsletters with their names
on them until shortly before an election and hold community events.

“There are so many different ways in which incumbents manage to get their names out to the
public,” said Susan Lerner, executive director of the advocacy group Common Cause New York.
“Incumbents are able to use the power of their office.”

Because of these reasons, this year’s incumbents will be reelected, Barr predicted, “unless they
don't want to be or unless something really strange happens.”

The legislators themselves are well aware of these advantages.

“The fact that you can send newsletters, yeah I guess that could be a perk,” said Jim Vogel,
spokesman for state Sen. Velmanette Montgomery, who has been in office representing parts of
Brooklyn since 1984.

However, Vogel explained that Montgomery uses the newsletter as a necessary means of
communication with her electorate, not as a campaign tool.

“She really lets people know what she’s doing,” he said. “The senator has always done a really
good job of being there for her people.”
It's Hard to Run For Office

Another impediment to real competition in legislative races is the complex system of petitioning
to get on the ballot, according to Lerner.

“If you are a challenger, the petitioning process is very, very onerous," she said.

3/6

How the State's Elected Elite Stays in Power
by Nina Goldman
Monday, August 06, 2012 12:00 AM - Last Updated Wednesday, March 13, 2013 03:57 PM

Often, primary challengers don’t even get a shot at office, with candidates being picked solely
by their party officials during a special election.

The parties also run candidates when you aren’t looking.

According to the Citizens Union report of the 212 legislators who took office last January, 26
percent were first elected in a special election, for which the average voter turnout was 12
percent from April 2007 to the report’s writing.

These representatives — whose initial election is barely influenced by the people they represent
— are then reelected, with all the advantages of other incumbents.

“That is done to ensure that their replacement isâ€¦ picked by the structure of the political party,
not by the voters,” Lerner said.
Remember Redistricting? Who can forget?

Another way to ensure incumbents’ victory is through the redistricting process.

This year, new districts have been proposed, voted on and signed by Cuomo, but official maps
have yet to be released.

CUNY’s Center for Urban Research has a useful guide to the legislature-approved lines , and
the state Board of Elections points voters to the legislative task force’s
website for maps
.

When asked if the redistricting process was going well, BOE spokesman John Conklin said: “I'm
not sure if I can characterize it as such.”
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Part of the problem with redistricting is that although it is intended to adapt districts to new
census data, the process is often used to custom-tailor districts for incumbents.

“Incumbents from the majority parties tend to have their districts drawn to have voters who are
more favorable to them in the district,” said Bill Mahoney, research coordinator at the New York
Public Interest Research Group.

Because new district lines are drawn by a panel of legislators, a majority of whom come from
the party in power, the changes often contribute to the cycle of incumbency.

“If we had an independent and non-partisan redistricting process here, we would have more
races that are competitive,” Lerner said.

Partisan redistricting can lead to what Mahoney called “some of the wackiest districts.” One
example, cited by Lerner, is Marty Golden’s senate district in Brooklyn, which she described as
having a “really, truly bizarre shape.”

She said it appeared to have been drawn "to find as many Republicans to elect a Republican
incumbent."

Golden could not be reached for comment.
Is Incumbency Bad?

While good government groups criticize the high rate of incumbency in New York, others say
being re-elected repeatedly can give politicians the skills and influence to meet their
constituents' demands.

“Being an incumbent just means that [voters] knowâ€¦ that their concerns are going to be
addressed by this woman,” said Montgomery's spokeswoman.
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And while he acknowledged some incumbents abuse their position, Vogel said that was not the
case across the board.

“We all know there have been folks who somehow have been around forever and they don't
even communicate with their constituency,” Vogel said.

This year, Montgomery is running in district 25 as opposed to 18 as in previous years due to
redistricting. However, the size and shape of her districts are virtually indistinguishable. Her
re-election is, in fact, inevitable, says Vogel, because no one is running against her.

“It's kind of a moot point,” he said.
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