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Thank you for this opportunity and for permitting me to testify here today.
Thank you, Senate Chair Michael F. Nozzolio and Assembly Chair John J. McEneny, and the committee staff, for conducting these public hearings throughout New York State.  Thank also to Brooklyn Borough President Marty Markowitz and his staff for hosting today's hearing here at Brooklyn Borough Hall.
 
My name is Jo Anne Simon and I am the New York State Committeewoman and Democratic District Leader from the 52nd Assembly District, which consists of Boerum Hill, Brooklyn Heights, Carroll Gardens, Cobble Hill, Concord Village, DUMBO, Fulton Ferry Landing, and most of Park Slope and small part of Prospect Heights.
 
Before I became District Leader, I was a community and neighborhood association leader and as such, my thoughts are informed by that experience.  I ask that you consider these points as you deliberate on how new state legislative districts ought to be drawn for the next decade. 
 
As you know, the Brownstone communities of Brooklyn are densely populated with some significantly shifting demographics, as is true for Brooklyn as a whole. My testimony will be brief and touch on two points:
 
Community Cohesiveness

I urge the Task Force to adhere to the principle of "one person/one vote" and draw districts that reflect the dynamics and demographics of population trends and needs.  Communities work better and politics work better when the public is politically engaged.  The public is engaged when it understands the process and who represents them – a situation which is complicated when neighborhoods are unnecessarily represented by several State Assembly Members, Senators and Congressional representatives.  This divides communities of interest and geography, limiting the effectiveness of their efforts to improve the quality of their lives and functioning of their neighborhoods.  Moreover, while much discussion of redistricting has centered on important issues of the demographics that reflect communities of interest (e.g.: race, ethnicity, income, age), geography often has a great deal to do with the issues confronting 


neighborhoods and their abilities to engage equitably in the political process.  For example, the 
communities surrounding Downtown Brooklyn share common goals presented by challenges borne of proximity to the East River Crossings and the business and governmental communities centered in the area, but they are represented by numerous public officials, which can limit the effectiveness of their efforts. For example, different parts of Brooklyn Heights are represented by three Members of Congress. Boerum Hill and Park Slope each have two state Senators. There is no compelling demographic rationale to explain lines such as these, which too often leads to confusion and frustration among the residents, increasing the likelihood that voters will simply throw up their hands and not vote, an ultimately self-defeating phenomenon.  It also makes achieving broad community goals that much more complicated and more time consuming for community leaders, who serve as volunteers.  In the end, it is inevitably the public who suffers from a lack of attention to these dynamics.

Prison Gerrymandering
 
The Task Force should act in accordance with the new law requiring prisoners to be counted in the districts of their homes of record prior to incarceration or, where not possible, remove them from the redistricting data. I believe that the legislation should not be put on hold until after the courts have ruled as that plainly defeats the purpose of the legislation.  Moreover, it is a general principle of law that legislation is effective upon the effective date, not stayed in anticipation of a possible future outcome.
 
As you know, for some years state legislative districts with prisons were credited with the population of the inmates incarcerated there, even though those inmates were from New York City and overwhelmingly returned to their home communities upon their release.  There can be no question that this practice unfairly gives greater weight to voters in the districts with the most prisons, diluting the votes of those residents of districts with fewer prisons and compromising opportunities for successful re-entry of prisoners into society.  This practice is plainly inconsistent with New York State’s Constitution which provides that the fact of incarceration may not, in and of itself, change one's residence.  While this practice arguably disproportionately deprived the voters in communities outside my district, I believe that it diminishes us all, and not just philosophically. In starkly practical terms, it continues to depress the communities most affected by the dilution of their votes, which inevitably translates to decreased dollars to education, housing and economic development in those communities, with corresponding effect on New York City and New York State residents.  Moreover, it contributes to the perpetuation of voter apathy.  Today’s article in the New York Times points out this increasingly disturbing situation. 

I therefore urge the Committee to act in accordance with the Prison Gerrymandering Law signed by Governor Patterson and give effect to the dynamics of neighborhood in the drawing of state legislative and congressional district lines.
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