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Proposition would create challenge 

Districts may not be ready for vote
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If Amarillo voters Nov. 7 approve the proposition to implement single-member districts for electing city commissioners, an electoral map may not be in place in time for the next city election in May.

"I can't right now conclude it would be impossible. We would make a strong effort. But the chances would be slim," City Attorney Marcus Norris said.

A proposition on the ballot would increase the City Commission from five members to nine - eight commissioners plus the mayor - and have the commissioners elected from single-member districts. In other words, candidates for commissioner would have to reside in specific districts and be voted upon only by residents in those districts.

The current system allows residents of the city at-large to vote on all commission candidates, who may live anywhere in town.

If the proposition passes, the city would hire a firm that specializes in drawing legislative districts, Norris said. The firm would look at Census data and propose district boundaries.

Through a process that would allow public comment, the City Commission would vote on the proposed map. If passed locally, it would then go to the U.S. Department of Justice for final approval. The map would have to meet federal standards established by voting rights law.

The Justice Department typically takes 60 days to render a decision, Norris said. For the map to be used in the May 5 city election, it would have to be in place by Feb. 2, the start of the candidate filing period, he said.

"Look at the calendar. It would be almost impossible" to get the map approved by then, Norris said. "It would depend on how quickly those lines can be drawn."

The city already has compiled population data that could be used for determining the boundaries, Norris said. The city prepared the data for its defense of a lawsuit, filed a year ago, that also seeks to replace the at-large voting system with one of single-member districts. That lawsuit is still active, but it could become a moot point if the proposition succeeds.

Single-member district advocates behind the ballot proposition and the lawsuit also have their ideas of how to expedite the process. Rolando Rios, a San Antonio attorney who specializes in voting rights cases, already has drawn up one possible districting map.

"Obviously the city has the first shot at drawing the boundaries if this thing passes," said J.E. Sauseda, local plaintiffs attorney in the lawsuit. "But I would assume at that point in time, that being professionals, they would seek input from all people involved in this concern."

Sauseda would support a map that keeps neighborhoods intact and allows minority representation on the commission, he said. The federal standards would require the districts to have nearly the same size populations - about 22,000 people each, he said.

Drawing districts to accomplish population and demographic goals isn't hard, thanks to geographic information systems computer technology, said Charlie Lindauer, president of a firm in Charlottesville, Va., that has experience in drawing electoral boundaries.

His firm, SpatiaLogic, has done work in Arizona, California and Florida ranging from congressional districts to district boundaries for school districts.

The GIS technology allows the firm to show a proposal, take suggestions for altering it and immediately get new data for how the changes would impact population breakdowns, Lindauer said.

"So the mapping technology is the easy part," he said. "Interacting with the decision makers is the big challenge, and ensuring that all of the decision makers are happy."

Creating a city districting map might cost in the neighborhood of $5,000, but contingency costs would go up from there depending on factors like travel distance and number of meetings, he said.

If the proposition passes and the city isn't able to get a new map in place in time, the May election would be conducted under the old rules, Norris said.

