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Foreword 

The Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public Affairs has established inter
disciplinary research on policy problems as the core of its educational 
program. A major part of this program is the nine-month policy research 
project, in the course of which two or three faculty members from different 
disciplines direct the research of ten to twenty graduate students of 
diverse backgrounds on a policy issue of concern to a government agency. 
This "client orientation" brings the students face to face with adminis
trators, legislators, and other officials active in the policy process, and 
demonstrates that research in a policy environment demands special talents. 
It also illuminates the occasional difficulties of relating research 
findings to the world of political realities. 

This report on local government election systems was produced by a 
policy research project conducted at the LBJ School in academic year 
1983-84 with funding from the City of Austin and the Texas Municipal 
League. The report presents the project's research findings on election 
system changes in eight major cities in the United States which have 
changed to some sort of district representation in the election of their 
city councils. The report also presents information on alternative 
electoral systems that are working successfully in the country. 

The curriculum of the LBJ School is intended not only to develop 
effective publi c servants but also to produce research that will enlighten 
and inform those already engaged in the policy process. The project that 
resulted in this report has helped to accomplish the first task; it is our 
hope and expectation that the report itself will contribute to the second . 

Finally, it should be noted that neither the LBJ School nor The Uni
versity of Texas at Austin necessarily endorses the views or findings of 
this study. 

Max Sherman 
Dean 





PREFACE 

This document is the final report of the LBJ School of Public 

Affairs Policy Research Project on Local Government Election Systems. 

The project, sponsored by the City of Austin and the Texas Municipal 

League, is an investigation of the effects 0n cities of changing from 

at-large local electoral systems to systems involving some form of 

district representation. Volume One reports the results and analysis of 

the study; Volume Two is an appendix detailing the experiences of eight 

municipalities with diffe ring electora l systems and presenting the 

interview schedule used to gather much of the information for Volume 

One. 

Our interest in this project arises directly from the trend 

toward district representa tion in local government which bega n in the 

1960s and has accelerated markedly since 1970. In Volume One we are 

interested in both the general effects accompanying a change from 

at- large to district representation and the specific effects such a 

change might have on the city of Austin. In addition, we are concerned 

with the trend toward district representation in small Texas cities. 

This dual interest reflects the sponsorship of the project. 

xv 



Our preliminary report was directed toward the Austin City 

Counc i l ' s need for objecti ve information on the projected effects of a 

change in electoral systems. In that document we reported the effects 

of changes in electoral systems on local governments in other cities as 

perceived by a variety of community leaders. Although we made every 

effort to provide a balanced, objective study, the preliminary report 

was primarily a quali t ative assessment, and , as such, was inherently 

subjective. This final document expands on the information in the 

preliminary report through analysis of quantitative data, and attempts 

to evaluate the potential effects of a change to districting in Austin, 

based on the experiences of other cities. Volume One now also presents 

the results of a survey of the trend toward di strict representation i n 

small Texas cities and details the techniques used to determine distr i ct 

boundaries. This report is intended both to fulfill the needs of the 

Austin City Council and to satisfy the wider perspective of the Texas 

Municipal League . 

xvi 
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Chapter 1 

BACKGROUND FOR THE STUDY 

During the 1970s approximately one-third of the southern cities 

with substantial black populations which were electing councils at-large 

adopted some type of district electoral system. 1 The primary impetus for 

this continuing trend began in the 1960s when concern for minority 

rights and representation increased. Federal legislation and judicial 

decisions supported these concerns, and districting came to be viewed as 

an important means to ensure equitable representation for minorities in 

local government. 

Much discussion still surrounds the effects on minority 

representation of a shift from at-large electoral structures to systems 

employing districts. In addition, such a structural change can 

profoundly alter many other aspects of local government. Some opponents 

argue that districting may actually inhibit adequate representatjon; 

others assert that it may cause adverse effects significant enough to 

overshadow any gains made by minorities. 

1 Robert J. Mundt, et al., ''Local Representation and the Quality of 
Urban Life, 11 A Final Narrative Report to the Center For Work and Mental 
Health of the National Institute of Mental Health, September 1982, 1.8. 
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Debate over districting generally includes discussions of these 

wider effects. For example, proponents of districting view the fair 

representation of minorities as an enhancement to the quality of life 

for all citizens. District repre sentation, they argue, will make 

government more responsive to citizens and will thus lead to greater 

citizen participation in local affairs. Proponents also maintain that 

district elections will be less expensive for candidates, complicating 

attempts of monied special interests to influence politicians. In 

addition, they argue, policymakers elected from districts will be more 

diverse in background and more likely to discuss issues fully and 

openly. 

Critics of districting maintain that such an electoral system is 

not necessarily more equitable and may in fact be less effective. These 

opponents see the trend toward district representation as a return to 

the corrupt system of ward politics, in which local bosses engineer 

political deals for the benefit of their own areas while neglecting the 

larger interests of the city as a whole. Districting, they argue, 

creates an atmosphere of distrust and divisiveness among elected 

officials an atmosphere wh ich threatens the effectiveness of 

decisionmaking. Furthermore, they assert, at-large campaigns produce 

elected officials of a higher caliber, allow for greater media exposure, 

offer each voter a voice in the election of each councilmember and, 

hence, promote greater voter participation. 

Some of the disagreement between proponents and opponents of 

district representation arises from profound differences in the 

assumptions the two groups make about the nature of representation and 
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of government decisionmaking. Who is best .qualified to make policy 

dec isi ons? Must members of the minority community be elected in order 

for the interests of minorities to be represented? This study does not 

attempt to address these underlying questions. Rather, i t investigates 

the trends in local electoral systems, examining and evaluati ng the 

asser tions of districting's proponents and opponents. In order to do 

so, it focuses on such questi ons as: 

- Does districting increase minority representation and, if so, 
under what conditions? 

- What are the alternatives to a district system, and what are 
their effects on minor ity representation? 

- What are the combined effects of district and alternative 
systems on local affairs? 

- What are the trade- offs involved with districting? 

This study is concerned with general trends and effects, and with the 

particular impact of electoral system changes on Texas and on Austin. 

Chapter Two focuses on the trend, detailing the general changes in 

the U.S . and the particul ar alterations in the South and in Texas. In 

addi t ion, it reports the results of a survey of small Texas cities ~hich 

ind icates the extent of and motivation for electoral system changes in 

those municipalities. 

Chapter Three investigates the effects of districting , using 

information from case stud ies of eight cities. This chapter emp l oys 

both quantitative and qualitative analysis to examine the impact of such 

a structural change on four areas: representativeness, decisionmaking, 

citizen participation, and campaign styles. In particular, this chapter 
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focuses on evaluating the potential effects of a change to districting 

in Austin, given the experiences of the eight comparison cities. 

Chapters Four and Five examine two alternatives to districting. 

Chapter Four reviews the experiences of Cincinnati, a major city with a 

legally unchallenged at-large system. Chapter Five investigates the 

proportional representation system (PR), a rarely-used method of casting 

and counting votes. In order to examine the effects of this system, 

this chapter also presents a case study. Both chapters evaluate the 

impact of the respective electoral systems on the four major areas 

outlined in Chapter Three; the case studies in both sections are also 

similar in methodology to those in Chapter Three . 

Chapter Six examines a special area of concern with a district 

system: the drawing of boundary lines. Since the way in which lines 

are drawn may greatly influence the effectiveness of a districted 

system, this chapter reviews the general criteria for marking 

boundaries. It also indicates some of the ways in which these standards 

may apply to the city of Austin. In addition, this chapter suggests 

some factors that should be considered if the Texas city adopts a 

single-member district plan. 

Chapter Seven provides a summary and conclusions to the report. 
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Chapter 2 

THE TREND TOWARD DISTRICT REPRESENTATION 

This chapter examines the origins and extent of the trend toward 

district representation in the U.S. , particuiarly in the South. In 

addition, it specifically investigates the trend in loca l government 

electoral systems in small Texas home-rule cities. This chapter also 

reports the results of a survey of these Texas municipalities which 

identifies trends by geographic region and by city size. In order to 

examine small city electoral alterations in detail, this chapter also 

includes three case studies, portraying the situations in Wichita Falls, 

Taylor, and Lockhart, Texas - - all cities which have grappled or are now 

grappling with changes in their electoral systems. 

2.1 The General Trend 

The trend toward district electoral systems in recent years 

reflects a more general process that i nvolves altering the role of the 

federal government in local affairs, redefining the concept of 

representation, and questioning the progressive reforms of the early 

20th century. Beginning with the 15th Amendment, which established the 

voting rights of minorities as a national concern, all three branches of 
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the federal government have become more involved in local electoral 

affairs. Litigation, under both the 14th and 15th Amendments as well as 

under the Voting Rights Act of 1965 (P.L. 89-110), has greatly 

influenced local activities and decisions. Much of this litigation is a 

result of the 1962 Supreme Court decision in Baker v. Carr which 

established the justiciability of apportionment under the Equal 

Protection Clause, thus legitimizing court review of electoral systems. 

The Voting Rights Act of 1965 has had perhaps the most profound 

effect on local decisionmaking. The original Act prohibits many of the 

techniques used for blatant discrimination in the deep-South states, 

including the use of literacy tests, poll taxes, selective voter 

registration, and restricted access to polling places. Section 2 of the 

Act prohibits denying or abridging the right to vote of ethnic or racial 

minorities. The Act specifically covers states and political 

subdivisions that: 1) maintained any test or device as a prerequisite to 

voting on November 1, 1964, and 2) reported less than 50 percent of the 

voting age residents registered to vote or voting in the 1964 

presidential election. Section 5 of the the Act subjects these covered 

states to federal preclearance of voting law changes, examination of 

voting lists, and monitoring of elections. Jurisdictions covered under 

Section 5 must submit each electoral system change to the Justice 

Department for review. 

declaratory judgement 

Alternatively, such jurisdictions may request a 

from the U.S. District Court for the District of 

Columbia confirming that a plan "does not have the purpose and will not 

have the effect of denying or abridging the right to vote" of racial and 

ethnic minorities. 
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Subsequent amendments in 1970, 1975, and 1982, as well as court 

interpretations of the Act, have expanded the scope of the legislat ion 

and the role of the federal government. The 1970 amendments altered the 

so-called ''trigger formula,' ' thus includi ng more areas under the Act ' s 

jurisdiction. In 1971 the Supreme Court determined that the Voting 

Rights Act covers virtually all changes in electoral laws , including 

municipal annexations. 2 In 1975 areas with significant numbers of 

language minorities, including Texas, became subject to the Act's 

preclearance requirements. As a · result, Texas municipalities must 

submit any changes in election- related laws to the Justice Department 

for preclearance. 

The most recent amendments to the Voting Rights Act, in 1982 , 

reaffirmed the commitment of Congress to the language- minority 

provisions and to the results test as a standard of proof in voting 

discrimination cases. The results test provis i on arose from the 1980 

Supreme Court ruling in Mobile v. Bolden which required that 

discrimi natory intent must be proved in any case initiated under Section 

2 of the Act. 3 Since 11 intent 11 is difficult to prove in most cases, the 

Court thereby placed the burden of proof on those seeking to challenge 

electoral systems. Congress, in 1982 , effectively overturned this 

decision. 

The Voting Rights Act signalled a new way of viewing 

2 Perkins v. Matthews, 400 U.S. 379, (1971). 

3 City of Mobile, Alabama v. Bolden, 446 U.S. 55 (1980). 
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representation. Whereas concern had previously centered around 

individual rights, this legislation shifted the focus to group rights. 

This new focus was accompanied by a reassessment of the municipal 

reforms of the early 20th century. Many began to assert that the 

instituted solutions to the 11 boss 11 system also had their own 

disadvantages. The theoretical relationship between at-large electoral 

systems and the underrepresentation of minorities was first suggested by 

Edward Banfield and James Q. Wilson in their book, City Politics in 

1963, and by Samuel P. Hays in an article in Northwest Quarterly in 

1964. These scholars argued that the costs of campaigns, the need for 

widespread name recognition, and negative attitudes toward minorities 

often prevented minority candidates from wi nn ing citywide elections. 

Since 1964 these theories have been tested empirically by several other 

researchers using a variety of methods. 

Most of the empirical studies published to date ind icate that 

at-large voting systems do cause minorities, especially blacks, to be 

underrepresented. No less than ten quantitative studies have been 

conducted since 1969, using data sets ranging in size from 16 cities to 

all U.S. cities with populations over 25,000 that are at least 10 

percent black. 4 Only two studies failed to find a relationship between 

electoral structure and black representation; one was based on data from 

only 16 New Jersey cities, and the other found blacks underrepresented 

4 Mundt, et al., 11 Local Representation, 11 1.4-1.7. 
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in all electoral systems. 5 

Despite these studies and the views of many, neither the courts nor 

the Justice Department have unequivocably determined that at-large 

systems are inherently discriminatory. Some court decisions have found 

that, under certai.n circumstances, at-large schemes are "invidiously" 

discriminatory; other decisions have partially or wholly upheld at-large 

systems. Apparently, much depends on the history and circumstances of 

the particular city in question. For example, municipalities with a 

history of discrimination are often subject to particularly rigid 

oversight and to strict remedies. Similarly, both the courts and the 

Justice Department often find at-large systems, especially when combined 

with annexations or majority vote requirements, to dilute minority 

voting strength. These federal bodies have increasingly prescibed some 

form of district system to remedy this minority vote dilution. Since 

1970 approximately 37 percent of the changes from at-large to single-

member district systems in Southern cities with substantal black 

populations have resulted from Just ice Department or federal court 

actions. 6 

Thus, the federal government -- Congress, the judiciary, and the 

Justice Department -- has had a direct role in recent changes in local 

electoral systems. In addition, the federal government has had an 

5 Leonard Cole, "Electing Blacks to Municipal Office," Urban Affairs 
Quarterly 10 (September 1974); and Susan A. MacManus, "City Council 
Election Procedures and Minority Representation: Are They Related?," 
Soc ial Science Quarterly 59 (June 1978). 

'Mundt, et al., "Local Representation," Table 2.1 (unnumbered page). 
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indirect effect: a number of cities have voluntarily altered their 

electoral schemes in anticipation of federal intervention. Often in 

these cases, minority groups have threatened to bring suit against 

localities, either under the Constitution or, increasingly, under 

Sections 2 and 5 of the Voting Rights Act. 

While the trend toward district representation is nationwide, it is 

particularly prevalent in the South. Between 1970 and 1981, 117 

Southern cities altered their electoral systems. Of these, 64 percent 

abandoned at-large schemes. 7 Within the South, the adoption of district 

schemes has been more frequent in cities where blacks rather than 

Mexican-American s are the largest minority group. During the 1970s, 33 

percent of Southern cities with substantial black populations changed to 

district representation while only 16 percent of those cities with 

significant Mexican-American populations did so. 8 

The trend toward district representation is not absolute, however. 

Although Austin is now the largest Texas city with an at-large system, 

nine U.S. municipalities more populous than Austin continue to elect 

their councils at-large. These municipalities represent all local 

government structures, and many have sizeable minority populations. 

These cities are discussed further in Chapter Four. 

7 Internationa1 City Management Association, The Municipal Year Book 
1982 (Washington, D.C.: International City Management Association, 
1983), 185-187. 

'Mundt, et al., "Local Representation," 1.8- 1.9. 
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2.2 Electoral -System Changes in Smal l Texas Cities 

As noted, all Texas cities with populations over 250,000, except 

Austin, have adopted a local government electoral system that includes 

some form of district representation. This section examines the trends 

in local government electoral system changes in home- rule Texas cities 

with populations less than 250,000. In order to assess these trends, 

interviews were conducted with representatives from Southwest Voter 

Registration and Education Project (SVREP), the Mexican-American Legal 

Defense and Education Fund (MALDEF), and Texas Rural Legal Aid Society. 

Through negotiation and/or litigation, these organizations work to 

promote a change to district representation in those cities that hold 

at- large elections. In addition, several lawyers who defended at-large 

systems were interviewed. 

In recent years, the trend toward district electoral systems in 

smaller Texas cities has primarily been a result of litigation. Few 

cities have appointed 

possible changes in 

challenge. Generally, 

charter revision commissions to investigate 

the city ' s election system wi thout a legal 

even when such charter revision commissions 

recommend single-member districts or combination plans, voters have 

rejected their proposals. This has happened twice in Austin in the last 

15 years and in other cities as well, including Wichita Falls and 

Amaril l o. 

As Texas voters have rejected proposed changes , groups like MA LDEF, 

SVREP, the Texas Rural Legal Aid Society, and the National Association 

for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) have increasingly resorted 
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to court-imposed solutions in order to limit what they believe to be 

purposeful attempts to limit minority vot ing rights. Challenges to 

at-large electoral systems began with the 1962 Supreme Court decision in 

Baker v. Carr which, as noted, allowed judicial review of apportionment. 

The 1982 amendments to the Voting Rights Act, which eased the burden on 

electoral system challengers, further facilitated attempts to seek 

judicia l invalidation of at- large schemes. Fueled by the efforts of 

minorities and their representatives, litigation concerning local 

electoral systems ha s increased dramatically in the last 20 years. 

Legal challenges have historically centered on four areas: (1) 

unequal population in county commissioner precincts and municipal wards, 

( 2) at-large elections which have been held to dilute black or 

Mexican-American voting strengths, (3) the effects of redistricting on 

present officeholders and (4) preclearance under Section 5 of the Voting 

Rights Act . Today, most litigation is brought under Section 2 of the 

Voting Rights Act. Legal aid groups report that they have assisted very 

few in filing objections under Section 5 of t he Voting Rights Act under 

the Reagan administration. These groups view their chances of success 

as very small with the present Department of Justice, and, therefore, 

prefer to seek court remedies under Section 2. 

Although federal court decis ion s concerning electoral systems have 

been mixed in the past, those interviewed for this study generall y agree 

tha t district court decisions in the last two years have favored 

distr ict representation. Most ascribe this trend to the "effects" 

ori enta tion of the 1982 amendment s to the Voting Rights Act discussed 

above . One attorney who has defended the at- large system for various 
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cities observed wryly that, since most district court decisions now 

favor district representation, Congress simply should have passed a law 

requiring all municipalities to adopt district systems. Such an action 

would save time, energy, and money for cities who have chosen to defend 

at- large schemes in .court. 

Although recent court decisions have favored districting, some 

cities still opt to fight challenges to their at-large systems. Often, 

these cities resist the proposed changes because they view the claims of 

discrimination as untrue. To alter voluntarily the electoral system 

would be a tacit admission that it is discriminatory, and many city 

officials resent the bl ack mark such an admission would leave upon the 

city. Thus, a city may fight a proposed electoral system change i n 

order to defend the view that its practices are nond i scriminatory. In 

addition , municipalities may prefer to maintain comfortable and familiar 

systems. 

City councilmembers and city attorneys often react by resisting any 

changes or compromises when threatened with litigation or named in 

suits. Frequently, councils in small cities consult with outside 

attorneys experienced in such cases. This is necessary since local city 

or county attorneys generally have neither the expertise nor the time to 

handle such cases. 

When confronted with l itigation, each city must evaluate several 

crucial considerations. First, councils must consider the option of 

compromising with the plaintiffs. This option is desirable in cases in 

which councilmembers are reluctant to face a potentially divisive court 

battl e. Second, the expense of outside legal assistance to defend the 
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city must be taken into account. Third, city officials must weigh the 

risks associated with a court- imposed settlement, since such a 

resolution may be to the liking of neither the city council nor the 

plaintiffs. Again, some sort of compromise might take into 

consideration the desires of both sides more equitably. Finally, the 

costs of settlement must be considered. Should the city lose, it would 

be responsible for paying not only its own but the plaintiffs' legal 

fees. These plaintiffs' fees can range from $50,000 to $100,000. Few 

small Texas cities can afford such an expense without being forced to 

cut back on city services or raise taxes options with are both 

unpalatable to the average citizen. The possibility that the city may 

face enormous legal fees most often persuades councilmembers to seek a 

compromise. 

In fact, several cities have complained that plaintiffs often use 

the issue of legal fees to force the city to compromise. Most city 

officials do not find this tactic objectionable in and of itself; 

rather, they object to the refusal of the plaintiffs and their attorneys 

to discuss fees prior to a final settlement. In other words, if a city 

agrees to work out a compromise with the plaintiffs, it is interested in 

knowing all the costs it may incur. However, groups like MALDEF state 

that for ethical reasons they cannot discuss fees until a final 

settlement has been reached. This can further confuse an already 

difficult situation since the city is then faced with proceeding wi th 

the lawsuit in the hope of winning and thereby avoiding any fees, losing 

the suit and thereby facing even greater expenses, or compromising and 

then negotiating legal fees with the plaintiffs. Moreover, many 



15 

officials feel that the plaintiffs' attorneys in these suits regularly 

exaggerate their expenses. In part, this feeling is supported by the 

fact that courts usually award fees less than those requested by the 

plaintiffs. Most out- of-court settlements also result in the 

plaintiffs' attorneys receiving less than originally demanded. 

Once a decision is made to change to district representation, the 

next step is to draw district lines. In many respects, the process of 

drawing lines in a small city differs little from the process of drawing 

lines in a large city. However; officials in small cities sometimes 

compl ain that the lines are drawn arbitrarily since the towns are small 

and homogenous. One attorney who has defended at-large systems assisted 

in drawing lines in one city and described the experience as "an 

administrative nightmare." This attorney found it ludicrous to draw 

district lines in a city where most citizens live nearly as close to all 

other counc ilmembers as they do to their own district councilmember. 

However, legal aid representatives contend that if a city is large 

enough to segregate, it is large enough to district. 

The movement toward district representation in Texas is a slow one. 

Since most cities do not alter electoral systems voluntarily, court

imposed change is required. MALDEF, SVREP, and Texas Rural Legal Aid 

Society report that each will litigate ten to twelve cases in the coming 

year. Since these cases can sometimes take years to settle, SVREP 

prefers to negotiate electoral system changes out of court. Often this 

means compromising from a straight single-member district plan (which 

SVREP prefers) to a combination plan for the sake of expediency. 

Legal aid groups report that their offices are contacted more and 
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more frequently by minority groups for help in effecting electoral 

system changes. The calls come from all over the state and from cities 

of all sizes. Networking between minority groups in Texas serves as an 

impetus. Calls to one legal aid group always increase after a state 

Mexican-American Democrat or League of United Latin American Citizens 

meeting is held. 

Representatives from these legal aid groups are optimistic about 

the trend in electoral system changes. in 1968, all Texas home- rule 

cities except six held at-large elections.' Now more than half the 

population of Texas li ves in cities that have some form of districting. 

(This figure includes the large Texas cities.) One particularly 

optimistic legal aid representative predicted that within ten years, all 

Texas home-rule cities wou ld have some district representation. This 

estimate may be overly optimistic, however. Although at-large cities 

that are challenged in court by minority groups generally are forced to 

adopt district plans, the majority of Texas cities still operate with 

at-large electoral systems. Since court processe s are slow, many 

cities' at-large systems are likely to remain unchallenged for awhile. 

It is an issue with which Texas cities will continue to struggl e for 

many years. 

'Phillip Barnes, "Alternative Methods of Electing City Councils in 
Texas Home-Rule Cities, 11 Public Affairs Comment, ( Lyndon B. Johnson 
School of Public Affairs, University of Texas at Austin, May 1970), 1. 
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2 .3 The Small-Ci ty Survey 

The results of the survey indicate that many small Texas 

municipalities have begun to struggle with the electoral system issue 

through a number of means, including council studies, charter commission 

reviews, lawsuits, and court orders. This survey analysis attempts to 

document the extent of this activity and the types of cities in which it 

is occurring. The survey was targeted to home- rule council - manager 

cities with populations ranging from 5,000 to 250,000. 10 Population and 

ethnicity figures were derived from the 1980 census when not available 

from the cities. Of the 229 surveys distributed, 147 responses, or 64 

percent were received. Results are reported according to city size, 

geographic region, and metropolitan area. 

2.3. 1 Survey Results by City Si ze 

The Texas cities are divided into three population groups: 5,000 

to 25,000; 25,001 to 100,000; and 100,001 to 250,000. In the smallest 

of the population groups, 111 of 165 surveys , or 67 percent were 

received. Of these respondents, 88 cities have some form of at- large 

system , 14 have a mixed system, and nine have single-member districts. 

On ly a very small percentage of these respondents, eight of 108, changed 

to a mixed or single-member district system withi n the last ten year s. 

Five of those cities changed as a result of pressure by minority groups. 

1 °Corpus Christi was excluded from this survey because it is included 
in Chapter Three. 
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Of those, three were involved in MALDEF suits, and two others changed as 

a result of citizen demands for better geographic representation. 

Although the number of cities that have adopted a district system 

is relatively small, 16 more municipalities indicate that they are 

experiencing some pressure to change. Three are currently awaiting 

pending litigation, two of these are awaiting the results of court cases 

in neighboring cities to determine what steps they will take. Although 

some of the pressure to change has arisen from concerns with geographic 

representation, most is a result of - the efforts of minority groups. 

There is no strong trend towards districted electoral systems among 

those cities with populations ranging from 5,000 to 25,000. Two factors 

may explain this resistance to change. First, districts are difficult 

to create in these small cities. Second, most of the efforts of legal 

aid groups are targeted toward larger cities. 

In the next larger group of cities, with populations from 25,001 to 

100,000, responses were received from 27 of the 36 cities, or 70 

percent. A higher percentage of these municipalities (approximately 51 

percent) have mixed or single- member district systems, seven in each 

category. The remaining 13 cities have some form of at-large system. 

In the last ten years, 11 of these cities (40 percent) changed to some 

form of districting. Of these, three instituted their new system within 

the last year. (An interesting note about these cities is that the 

municipalities that have changed as a result of Justice Department 

involvement adopted mixed systems, while those that were involved in 

lawsuits all changed to single-member districts.) Although a strong 

trend towards district systems is clear within this group, one city has 
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opposed this trend. By citizen petition, the city replaced its 

single-member district system with an at-large plan whereby candidates 

run for numbered places. Another city considered changing to 

districting, but the charter amendment proposing the switch was narrowly 

defeated in a recent election. Again, the emphasis on change in these 

cities has centered around minority representation. This group reports 

no ongoing efforts to adopt districting; none of the at-large cities 

indicate any attempts to change. 

Finally, responses were received from all nine of the cities with 

populations ranging from 100,001 to 250,000. Four of the cities have 

some form of at-large electoral system, three have mixed systems, and 

two have single-member districts. Four of the cities changed to either 

a mixed or a single-member district system in the last ten years. One 

city is currently involved in litigation, and one recently rejected a 

district plan in a charter election. The cities that are not under 

pressure to change have a minority population of less than 14 percent, 

which makes any future pressure for districts unlikely. Although this 

group of cities is relatively small, it appears to be gradually moving 

away from at-large systems. In general, the assessment of the trend 

towards districting among cities with various populations must conclude 

that the larger cities have led the way; smaller cities have changed 

more slowly. 
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2.3.2 Survey Results by Region 

In order to analyze the cities by geographic area, Counci l of 

Governments regions were used to divide the state into five areas 

north, west, east, central, and south. Table 2- 1 displays the 

electoral systems by region. 

In ~onsidering the change that has occurred and the potential for 

change, the northern region appears to have experienced the least 

movement for change, although some potential is building. The central 

and western regions have experienced proportionately the most amount of 

change, although some leveling off appears to be occurring. The east is 

also experiencing some change and from the cities' responses, it seems 

probable that half of the cities in that area might have mixed or 

single-member-district systems due to change within the next ten years. 

In the south, strong "minority-majority" populations exist in a number 

of cities, perhaps reducing the influence of minority interests on 

change in this area. Although this region has experienced some change, 

it does not appear that any movement for change will continue. 

2.3.3 Survey Results by Metroplex Area 

In order to determine the effect of changes in large cities on 

surrounding municipalities, this analysis reviews the metroplex areas of 

Dallas/Fort Worth, Houston, and San Antonio. Of the 50 cities surveyed, 

41 responded, only 32 of which have some form of at-large system. 

Several factors may explain this lack of a large city impact on nearby 

municipalities. First, a majority of these cities have large white 
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Table 2~1 

Electoral Systems of Small Texas Cities by Region 

At-Large 
At-Large At- Large Geographic Mixed Single-Member .Response 

Region System Numbered Place Requi r ement System Districts (%) 

Nor th 16 2 6 2 7 70 

West 2 7 l 3 0 47 

East 8 16 2 9 5 63 

Central 4 6 l 6 3 76 

South 9 9 0 2 4 60 
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populations (23 have white populations over 90 percent). Given the fact 

that the primary motivation behind most district movements is minority 

representation, citizens in these cities are unlikely to desire any 

change. Second, many of the cities surveyed have populations under 

10,000, a size which, as noted, may preclude districting. None of the 

surveyed cities report any significant pressure for change at present. 

Thus, the hypothesis that surrounding areas follow the lead of nearby 

cities is not confirmed by this analysis. 

2.4 Case Studies: Lockhart, Wichita Falls, and Taylor 

This section consists of three case studies that detail the 

electoral system changes in Lockhart, Wichita Falls, and Taylor, Texas. 

2.4.1 Lockhart 

The experiences of the city of Lockhart provide an excellent 

example of the way in which electoral changes in a small Texas town are 

approached and settled. Lockhart, with a population of nearly 7,500, is 

located thirty miles south of Austin. The city's ethnic composition is 

approximately 45 percent white, 41 percent Mexican-American and 14 

percent black. Prior to 1973 Lockhart was a "general law" city, and, 

therefore, had no control over its governing body or its method of 

election. Texas state law requires that "general law" cities have a 

commission form of government with a mayor and two commissioners , all of 

whom are elected on an at-large basis. Devices such as si ngle-member 

districts, numbered posts, residency requirements, and staggered terms 

are not authorized. 
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These and other restrictions arising from the city's "general law" 

status led the Lockhart City Commission to seek alternatives. In July 

1972, the Commission a~pointed a 15- member charter study committee 

(later elected as the Charter Commission) composed of nine whites , four 

Mexican-Americans and two blacks. Using the charter of the city of 

Gonza l es (similiar in size to Lockhart and located nearby) as an 

example, this Commission drafted a Home Rule Charter which was approved 

by the citizens on February 20, 1973. This charter established a 

council-manager form of government-with a mayor and four councilmembers 

elected at- large to numbered posts. Terms were to be staggered so that 

the mayor and two councilmembers elected one year and the remaining two 

counci lmembers elected the next year. 

In 1977 four Mexican-American citizens filed a lawsuit challenging 

the electoral system. The decision in the case determined that the 

required preclearance by the Attorney General had not been obtained as 

dictated by Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act. (Cano v. Kirksey, Mp/ 

77- CA-133. W.D. Texas 1977). A subsequent suit (Cano v. Chessar, 

A- 79-CA-032. W.D. Texas March 7, 1979) enjoined the city from operating 

the at-large system or implementing any changes unti l Section 5 

preclearance was obtained. Following the order of the court in Cano 

V. Chessar, Lockhart submitted its home- rule charter and electoral 

system plan to the Attorney General for review. 

The Attorney General objected to the plan, at which time the city 

requested a declaratory judgment from the U.S. District Court for the 

District of Columbia. The city contended that the enlargement of the 

council was a beneficial step for minorities. Before the change in 
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1973, Mexican-Americans had only twice sought seats on the Commission. 

Both challenges were generally acknowledged as weak and insubstantial. 

! n 1978, however, after the electoral system change, a Mexican-American 

was elected to the Commission . Moreover, after the new system was 

instituted, many more minorities filed for city offices. Further, voter 

registration and participation increased and, for the first time, a 

woman was elected to the council. Despite these arguments, the court , 

on a 2- 1 vote, denied the city's request for a declaratory judgment. 

In its ruling the court determined that the numbered posts and 

staggered terms had the effect of denying minority voting rights in the 

city of Lockhart. The numbered posts, according to the court, reduced 

the field of candidates for election. In addition, this practice 

precluded single- shot voting, a device that could otherwise be used to 

offset the detrimental effects of at-large systems on minorities. 

Staggered terms, said the court, were discriminatory when used in 

conjunction with the numbered posts. The Court determined that Lockhart 

had not proven that its charter and electoral system plan did not and 

would not have the effect of denying or abridging the right to vote on 

account of race, color, or membership in a language-minority group. 

The council, however, remained convinced that the system was not 

discriminatory. After long deliberation and wi th the aid of legal 

counsel, the city decided to appeal to the Supreme Court. The Supreme 

Court accepted the case, obtained briefs from each side and heard oral 

arguments. In February 1983, the Court ruled in the city's favor. 

While the city awaited the Court's decision, however, Congress 

revised Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act to repeal the requirement 
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that plaintiffs in voting rights must prove discriminatory intent on the 

part of the city in question. This removed a crucial burden of proof 

from plaintiffs in such cases. As a result, in late 1982, MALDEF filed 

suit under this revised Section 2 which again challenged Lockhart's 

electoral system. Initially, the city council was inclined to once 

again fight the issue in court. However, the legal expenses of these 

court suits had mounted and the issue had been dragging on for years. 

Should the city lose, the council knew it could be faced with both 

MALDEF 1 s legal fees and a court-imposed electoral scheme. Therefore, 

the city agreed to work out a compromise settlement with MALDEF. The 

resulting sett l ement provided for a combination plan with four district 

and three at-large councilmembers including the mayor. In the first 

election under the new system, in April 1983, three Mexican-Americans 

won seats on the council. 

This case and its results illustrate several themes relating to 

electoral system changes in small cities. First, it is possible, albeit 

difficult, to establish a nondiscriminatory at-large system. In 

Lockhart, increasing the council size and instituting staggered terms 

was justified on the basis of non-infringement on minority voting 

rights. Second, it is possible and preferable for the community to 

determine the appropriate electoral system. Faced with the possibility 

of a court-imposed settlement, Lockhart city officials opted for a 

compromise plan with MALDEF. Finally, small towns are especially hard 

hit by court costs. Most small towns in Texas would find it difficult 

enough to pay their own attorneys' fees. However, since the city or 

county attorney generally has innumerable other responsibilities and may 
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not be an expert on electoral law, small towns may require even costlier 

outside legal assistance. In addition, if the city loses, it will be 

confronted with paying the plaintiffs ' attorney fees. 

Naturally , each city must decide on the merits of its own 

particular case. Given the historical foundations of the city, its 

racial, social, and economic composition and the political awareness of 

its determined, well-financed, and experienced plaintiff, each 

municipality must carefully weigh the strength of its case against the 

possible financial repercussions of a protracted legal fight. 

2.4.2 Wi chita Falls 

On April 3, 1983, citizens in the North Texas city of Wichita Falls 

narrowly defeated a proposed charter amendment to convert the city to a 

s ingle-member-di strict plan. This case provides an interesting example 

of the way in which a small Texas city may deal with strictly internal, 

rather than legal, movements to change its electoral system. As will be 

seen, the defeat of the charter amendment did not end the pressures to 

alter the city's electoral system. 

Wichita Falls, located in Wichita County near the Red River, is a 

trade and wholesale center for a large section of northern Texas and 

southern Oklahoma. Employment for the city's nearly 100,000 citizens 

centers around support for the region's petroleum industry and 

agricu l tural concerns. A 11 home-rule 11 city under Texas law , Wichita 

Falls operates under an at-large numbered-post electoral system with six 

city councilmembers and a mayor elected at-large. The city is 
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predominantly white; blacks comprise only 11 percent and Mexican

Americans only eight percent of the population. 

The charter amendment to institute single-member districts, or 

wards, was one of ten amendments recommended by an appointed Commission 

on Charter Revision. All nine of the other amendments passed easily; 

the proposition to change election schemes was defeated 5,048 to 4,558, 

a margin of only 490 votes. Several factors may have particularly 

affected the election ' s outcome. Proponents contended, for example, 

that the wording on the ballot was ambiguous and prevented the amendment 

from succeeding. Specifically, the ba 11 ot read, "Sha 11 the present 

system of at-large representation be retained instead of replacing it 

with the ward system?" This meant that a voter had to mark 11 No 11 on the 

ballot in order to vote for the single-member-district plan. Proponents 

of the change charged both before and after the election that the 

wording was deficient or backwards and, therefore, was confusing to the 

voters. Dr. Michael Flavin, a professor of political science at 

Midwestern University in Wichita Falls and the leading advocate for the 

change, has stated that if only one out of twenty voters who intended to 

vote in favor of the change misread the ballot, then the outcome would 

have been different. 

District proponents also took issue with the term 11ward 11 as used on 

the ballot. To many Texas voters, 11 ward 11 connotes the corrupt political 

machines that operated in cities like Chicago or New York. Proponents 

of district representation in Wichita Falls repeatedly noted that such 

abuses of political power would be nearly impossible under the city ' s 

nonpartisan council-manager form of government. The ballot also failed 
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to specify details concerning the proposed system. The change would 

have resulted in the six councilmembers being elected from distinct 

districts, while the mayor would have continued to be elected at- large. 

Thus, there would have been no change in the size of the council or in 

the duties, responsibilities, or powers of the councilmembers. 

Given these problems and the fact that proponents had only one 

month to prepare for the election, it is remarkable from one perspective 

that the vote was so close. In a manner similar to the Charlotte, North 

Carolina, experience, neighborhood groups were the most ardent 

supporters of the change although the black community was actively 

involved as well. Citing studies that showed that over 80 percent of 

the successful candidates for city office came from the same upper- class 

white neighborhoods, district proponents argued for increased 

geographical representation on the council. District councilmembers, 

they reasoned, would be more aware of the needs of their section of the 

city and thus better qualified to report on the problems of their 

constituents. Service delivery also surfaced as an issue. In 

particular, questions were raised concerning inequities in the handling 

of drainage problems in different sections of the city. It appeared 

that little attention was paid to drainage problems in the Holiday Creek 

area, a predominantly low-income area which has had flooding problems 

for nearly sixty years. Meanwhile , the relatively new Colonial Park 

area, a upper-class neighborhood, received almost immediate assistance 

when it flooded. The predominantly black east side also felt that 

service delivery in their area was inferior to that in other parts of 

town. 
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Opponents of the change in 1983, i nc luding the mayor, most 

councilmembers, and a large part of the business community argued that 

the change would not be of any real benefit to the community. Service 

delivery was not deemed to be an issue since Wichita Falls was 

relatively small and had the advantage of a professional city manager 

who handled service distribution. Minori ty representation also was not 

a salient issue since Place 6 on the council was usually held by a 

black, in a situation simil ar to the so-cal1ed "gentlemen's agreement" 

on minority representaion in Austin. Without any concentrated movement 

from the minority communities or any attempt to contest the election 

through litigation, most opponents of the district system felt that the 

minority population of Wichita Falls was being adequately represented. 

The narrow defeat of t he charter amendment elect ion did awaken the 

mayor and council to the fact that a significant portion of the 

population favored some sort of change . Moreover, the election 

reaffirmed to district proponents the need to further educate the 

electorate on the benefits of district representation and to try again 

to effect a change in the electoral system through a charter amendment 

in 1985. Consequently, a study committee has been appointed to 

investigate the issue in more depth. Although no recommendations have 

yet been made, it appears that a combination plan may receive the most 

consideration. The major issue, then, may concern the number of 

district and at-large representatives. District 

oppose a plan that would have three at- large 

proponents st rongly 

and three district 

councilmembers. If a combination plan is adopted, they feel that the 

district representatives should outnumber the at-large members. 



30 

Whatever the final outcome, the Wichita Falls experience 

demonstrates how groups with divergent opinions can work together and 

compromise in order to effect an orderly change. The open process of 

considering various changes enables the entire community to participate 

and be represented. This is preferable to being threatened with 

litigation or having a federal court impose a certain system. 

2.4.3 Taylor 

Taylor, Texas, a town of approximately 10,000, located thirty miles 

northeast of Austin, is currently involved in litigation concerning its 

electoral system. Members of the minority community of Taylor have 

brought suit against the city under the Voting Rights Act claiming 

dilution of their voting strength. The minority community has charged 

that the combination of an at-large election system, an annexation of 

predominately white subdivisions, and a change in polling place location 

has hampered their ability to elect the city commissioners of their 

choice. 

Since at least 1914, Taylor has operated under an at-large 

electoral system. The city functions under a council-manager form of 

government whereby five councilmembers (referred to as commissioners in 

Taylor) are elected by nonpartisan plurality vote. The commisssioners 

serve staggered two-year terms. The mayor is elected by the five -member 

commission. 

Although a Mexican-American was elected at-large in 1979 to serve 

on the Board of Trustees of the Taylor Independent School District , no 
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Mexican-American or black has ever served on the city commission. Since 

1967 seven minority candidates have tried and failed to win a seat on 

the commission. In 1972 three minority candidates lost, despite their 

attempt to informally coordinate their campaigns. Since 1974 no 

minority candidate has campaigned for a commission seat. This lack of 

minority officials has occurred despite Taylor's 40 percent minority 

population (22 percent are Mexican-American and 18 percent are black). 

In 1979 members of the minority community, assisted by the Central 

Texas Legal Aid Society, filed a lawsuit against the city in an attempt 

to secure a district electoral system. The minority community's 

grievances in the suit included inequitable service delivery, lack of 

representation on city boards and commissions , and failure on the part 

of the city to hire or promote minorities for high-ranking staff 

positions. In addition, minorities a lleged police misconduct towards 

them and commission failure to investigate previous complaints about law 

enforcement practices. 

The city of Taylor fought the claims of discrimination but the suit 

was dropped by the minority plaintiffs on the advice of their lawyers. 

The decision to drop the suit followed the Supreme Court's decision in 

Bolden which stated that discriminatory intent, not simply effect, must 

be proven in order to declare an electoral system unconstitutional. The 

plaintiffs' lawyers felt that they could not make a strong case to show 

intent to discriminate. After Congress effectively reversed this 

requirement in 1982, Taylor ' s minority community and the Central Texas 

Legal Aid Society reinstated the lawsuit. The city has chosen to fight 

the charges, and the case is currently pending. 
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In the pretrial order, the city argues that minorities and whites 

are equally able to campaign for city commission and vote in elections. 

The requirements for candidacy and voting are the same for all citizens. 

Additionally, the city notes, a Mexican-American was elected at-large to 

the school board by primarily the same population that votes for city 

commissioners; the city contends that this proves that racial 

polarization in voting is not occurring in Taylor. Since Taylor has 

only one polling place, racial polarization in voting is difficult to 

surmise. 

The City of Taylor defends its record of service delivery and 

claims a policy of nondiscrimination in the area of street improvements, 

fire protection, sewer, water, and garbage service. In its areas of 

jurisdiction, the City of Taylor denies any discrimination or 

unresponsiveness toward minorities. 

Depending on both parties' willingness to follow through with the 

lawsuit, this case could take two to three years to resolve. In order 

to save money, an effort might be made to settle the dispute out of 

court but at this time, there is little indication of such action. 
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Chapter 3 

THE EIGHT-CITY STUDY: A COMPARISON OF ELECTORAL SYSTEMS 

This chapter proceeds from the assumption that the experiences of 

other cities can provide some indication of the changes Austin may 

expect should it adopt an alternative electoral system. It investigates 

the perceptions of community leaders in eight comparison cities in 

relation to four major areas affected by such a structural change: 

representativeness, decisionmaking, citizen participation, and campaign 

styles. These four topics, which are further defined in the following 

sections, reflect the major concerns expressed in the literature and in 

discussions with experts in the field of local government structure. 

This chapter also provides some quantitative analysis of the var i ous 

electoral systems in the eight cities. Finally, based on this 

qualitative and quantitative information and on interviews and data 

collected in Austin, this chapter highlights some of the changes in the 

four major areas that the Texas capital may expect should it institute 

distr icti ng. 

The eight cities that form the basis of this study's comparative 

analysis were selected for their locational, demographic, and structural 
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characteristics. Wh ile most of the municipalities are located in Texas, 

three out- of- state cities are also included in order to broaden the 

study. San Antonio, Richmond, and Fort Worth changed from at-large to 

single-member systems; Dallas, Charlotte, and Houston adopted mixed 

systems; Phoenix and Corpus Christi are included as examples of cities 

with at- large systems. Since these latter two municipalities recently 

adopted district plans, their use as comparison cities may be 

problematic. A separate and more detailed i nve stigation of experiences 

under an at-large system may be found in Chapter Four. 

The population and ethnic composition of all eight municipalities 

are detailed in Table 3- 1. The eight cit ies range in population from 

219,214 (Richmond) to 1,595,138 (Houston ). Fort Worth and Char lotte 

have populations closest to Au sti n's. San Antonio has the largest 

percentage minority population (62 percent) while Phoenix has the 

smallest (22 percent). Austin ' s population is 33 percent minority. The 

size of the city councils in the eight cities varies from seven in 

Corpu s Christi and Phoenix to 14 in Houston. Counci l members in all of 

the municipalities serve two-year terms. The mayor acts as a 

councilmember in all cities except Houston and is elected at-large in 

all except Richmond, where he or she is apointed by the council. 

Characteristics of the present councils are summarized in Table 3-2 . 

While some of this chapter's analysis is quanti tative, most is a 

qualitative assessment based on personal i nterviews conducted by project 

participants during week- long vi si ts in each of the eight comparison 

cities. Informat ion concerning Au sti n is based on interviews conducted 

i n the city in 1983 and 1984. All interviews were standardized , and 
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(V) Table 3- 1 

Population and Ethnicity, Austin and Comparison Cities , 1970 and 1980 

1970 1980 
Electoral Ethnicity a (%) Ethnic ity a (%) 

System Population w B MA 0 Population w B MA 0 

At Large 

Austin (0/7) 251 , 808 71 12 16 1 345 , 496 67 12 19 2 

Corpus Christi (0/7 ) 204 , 525 53 5 41 1 231 ,999 47 5 47 1 

Phoen i x (0/7) 581 , 562 79 5 14 2 789 ,704 78 5 15 2 

Mixed 

rlouston (9/6) 1 , 232,802 61 26 12 l 1,595 , 138 52 28 17 3 

Dallas (8/3) 844 , 401 66 25 8 1 904 , 078 57 29 12 2 

Charlotte (7/5) 241 , 178 69 30 b 1 314 , 447 67 31 b 2 

Districts 

San Antonio (10/1 ) 654 , 153 39 8 52 1 785 , 880 38 7 54 l 

Fort Worth (8/1) 393 ,4 76 71 20 8 l 385 ,164 64 23 12 l 

Richmond (9/C)r. 249 ,621 57 42 b 1 219 ,214 48 51 b l 

Source : U. S . Department of Commerce , Bureau of the Census, 1970 Census of Population and Housin~ 
(Washingr0n , D.C.: U. S . Government Printing Office, 1973) and 1980 Census of Population and Housing (1983) . 

Note: Numbers in parentheses = number elected by district/number e l ected at large , including mayor . 

aw = white ; B = black ; MA = Mexican-Amer ican ; 0 = other . MA i ncludes persons of Spanish origin per 
census reports except t hat those persons who also indicated their r a ce as black are classified as black 
for purposes of this study . 

bRepresents less than 5% of the population and is included in "other." 

cRichmond ' s mayor is elected by the council . 
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Present Council Characteristics, Austin and Comparison Cities 

Cities by 
Electoral Number on Council Council 
System Including Mayor Salary 

At Large 

Austin 7 $22 , 000 

Corpus Christi 7 (prechange) $100/meeting 
up to $6 , 000 

Phoenix 7 (prechange) $25,000 

Mixed At Large Distr i ct 

Houston 6 9 $25,480 

Dallas 3 8 $50/meeting 

Charlotte 5 7 $6 ,000+ 
$4 , 000 exp. 

District At Large District 

San Antonio lb 10 $20/meetinq 

Fort worth lb 8 

Richmond - 9c $ 5/meeting 

aStaff serves mayor and entire council . 

bMayor only is elected at large. 

Term of Does Mayor 
Mayor Off ice Have Veto 
Salary (Years) Power? 

$25,000 2 no 

$JOO/meeting 2 yes 
up to $6,000 
+ $3 ,000 exp. 

$37,500 2 no 

$81 , 568 2 no 

$50/meeting 2 no 

$12,000+ 2 yes 
$5,200 exp. 

$50/mee ting 2 no 

2 no 

$ 5/meeting 2 no 

cMayor i s elected from councilmembers, al l o f whom arc elected by district. 

w 
0\ 

Number of 
Aides Per 
Council Member 

1 professional 
secretarial pool 

none 

11 professionala 
7 secretarial 

l p r ofessional 
l secreta ry 

7 professionala 
5 support staff 

none 

2 professionala 
9 support staff 

1 secretary (part-time) a 

1 secretary 
a 

1 clerk-typist 
1 assistant 
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followed the structured format contained in Appendix B. An attempt was 

made to contact a variety of local residents in each city. More 

detailed information on each of the comparison cities examined may be 

found in Appendix A. 

3.1 Representativeness 

Improved representation of minorities is the ostensible goal of the 

trend toward district representation. but t he structure of local 

electoral systems influences the representation of economic, geographic, 

and special interest groups within the community as well . This study is 

concerned with the issue of representati veness in its broadest sense; 

therefore, this section i nc l udes not only quantitative data reporting 

the composition of various local government bodies but a measure of 

representativeness based on the views of a variety of community members 

in each of the cities studied . Project participants sought these local 

leaders• responses to broad questions like these: Which groups gain or 

lose representation on city councils or on city boards and commissions 

as a result of electoral system changes? Do districting systems yield a 

more equitable representation of the various groups within cities? This 

section reports the way in which community leaders perceive the whole 

issue of representativeness under their electoral systems. Based on 

this information and the available quantitative data, this section then 

attempts to determine how a change in electoral systems might affect 

citizens• perceptions of the representativeness of loca l government in 

Austin. 
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One particular difficulty related to evaluating the 

representativeness of city government is the distinction between the 

quantity of representation and the quality of representation. This 

could also be envisioned as a difference between formal and informal 

representation. It is a relatively easy task to measure how many blacks 

and Mexican-Amer icans are elected in a given community in a given 

time- frame; it is much more difficult to determine whether blac ks and 

Mexican-Americans feel represented by elected officials. This problem 

has received increased attention from minority groups and from the 

federal government in recent years. The federal government is 

increasingly rejecting the claims of cities that their electoral systems 

are not discriminatory when those cla ims are based simply on the fact 

that minorities have been elected to office within the jurisdiction. 

Minority groups successfully argue that they are granted only token 

representation to allow the established powers to retain disc r iminatory 

electoral systems, or that members of minority groups elected to 

at- large seats are e l ected by the white majorities and do not 

necessarily represent minority interests. Conversely, opponents of 

district representation argue that district systems reduce the quality 

of government while affording minorities only symbolic representation, 

and that elected officials need not belong to minority groups to be 

sensitive to minority interests. Advocates of district representation 

counter that symbolic representation may be as important as any other 

kind. 

Although the number of minority officials elected is easier to 

measure, we are concerned mainly with the quality of representation. 



39 

This is a necessarily subjective focu.s, but i t is the more important 

aspect of representativeness. Furthermore, diverse respondents in the 

cities which have experienced changes agree to a surprising extent on 

the effect of changes on the representativeness of city government. 

3.1.1 Minority Representation 

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, a trend toward the increased 

election of minorities began-- a trend which is not dependent on changes 

in electoral systems . This trend is evident in the cities studied, as 

each city showed some increase in minority representation even before 

changing electoral systems . This independent trend makes the effect of 

changes in electoral systems more difficu l t to assess, but some 

generalizations are possible. Tables 3-3, 3-4, and 3-5 show the levels 

of minority representation in the communities studied for selected 

election years. If the experiences of these cities is typical of the 

effects to be experienced under changes in electoral systems, then we 

can conclude that minority representation on city councils improves more 

dramatically under single-member-district systems than under mixed 

systems. The levels of minority r epresentation on the councils of San 

Antonio, Fort Worth, and Richmond now more closely reflect the 

compositions of the populations t han do those of the mixed system 

cities. However, it is important to note that the levels of minority 

representation on councils in Austin, Corpus Christi, and Phoenix under 

at-large systems reflect the ethnic compositions of those cities as 

closely as council size allows for the years shown in the table. This 
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fact probably accounts for the ability of these cities to maintain 

at-large systems for so long. 

Minority representation also improves on city boards and 

commissions after changes in electoral systems. In Dallas, a mixed 

system city, minority representation has improved to a point only 

slightly overrepresenting whites and Mexican-Americans, and 

underrepresenting blacks. Blacks are still grossly underrepresented on 

boards and commissions in Charlotte, but their representation has 

improved from 5 percent in 1975 to 16 percent in 1981. In the two 

minority-majority cities, San Antonio and Richmond, minorities are now 

overrepresented on boards and commissions 

systems. In Fort Worth whites and 

under single-member- district 

blacks are both slightly 

underrepresented and Mexican-Americans overrepresented on boards and 

commissions. 

The pattern suggested by the numbers in these tables is also 

reflected in the perceptions of community members. Among respondents in 

the single -member-district cities studied, most agree that minority 

interests are better represented under the new system than under the 

old. In general, members of minority groups feel assured that their 

interests will be pursued because there is one councilmember who is 

directly responsible for represent ing the interests of each geographic 

area; therefore, many members of minority groups (as well as members of 

some other groups) feel better able to raise issues through their 

district councilmembers. In many cases, nonminority respondents agree 

that minority interests are better represented under district systems 

than under at-large systems. For the most part, those who doubt the 



r- Table 3- 3 '¢ 

Population and Representation by Ethnicity , At-Large Cities ( %) 

City_ White Bl ack Mex. Am . Other White Black Me x . Am . Othe r 

Austin 1979 1983 

Population a 
68 12 18 2 67 12 19 2 

Representation on counci l 72 14 14 - 72 14 14 

Representati on onbboards 78 13 9 - 80 8 12 
and commissions 

C.:>rpus Christi 1973 1977 

Populat ion 51 5 43 1 49 5 45 1 

Representation on council 43 14 43 - 43 14 43 

Representation on boards 72 4 24 - 68 5 27 
and -:'.:>mmissions 

Phoenix 1973 1975 

i:'opulat ion 79 5 14 2 79 5 14 2 

t~epresentation on counci l 72 14 14 - 72 14 14 

Representation on boards 65 23 12 - 70 25 5 
and commissions 

-
aPopulation percentages have bee n projected for relevant years based on census reports. 

bFor the three most influential boards and commissions as determined from interviews conducted in 
each city . 



Table 3-4 .r:-
N 

Population and Representation by Ethnicity, Mixed-System Cities (\) 

Before Change After Change 
City w B MA 0 w B MA 0 w B MA 0 w B MA 0 

Houston 1971 1975 1979 1981 

Population 
a 

60 26 13 1 56 27 15 2 53 27 17 3 52 28 17 3 

Representation on council 89 11 - - 89 11 - - 73 20 7 - 73 20 7 

Representation onbboards 84 14 - - 94 - - 6 84 9 6 - 87 10 3 
and commissions 

Dallas 1971 1973 1977 1983 

Population 65 25 9 1 63 26 10 1 60 28 11 1 57 29 12 2 

Representation on council 82 9 9 - 73 18 9 - 82 18 - - 82 18 

Representation on boards 81 19 - - 78 11 11 - 70 22 8 - 63 22 15 
and commissions 

Charlotte 1973 1975 1977 1981 

Population 68 31 - 1 68 31 - 1 67 31 - 2 67 31 - 2 

Representation on council 88 13 - - 88 13 - - 75 25 - - 75 25 

Representation on boards 97 3 - - 95 5 - - 80 20 - - 84 16 

Note: W = white; B = black; MA = Mexican-American , O = other . 

aPopulation percentages have been projected for relevant years based on census reports. 

bFor the three most influential boards and commissions as determined from interviews conducted 
in each city. 
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<::t 
Table 3-5 

Population and Representation by Ethnicity , Single-Member-District Cities 

Before Change _ Aftt;!~ _ Ch_(l_l'l_ge 

Ci_~_y w B MA 0 W B MA 0 W B MA 0 W B MA 

San Antonio 

l 
. a 

Popu ation 39 

1973 

7 53 

Representation on council 56 11 

Representation onbboards 74 10 
and commissions 

Fort Worth 

Population 68 21 

Representation on council 89 11 

Representation on boards 
and commissions 

Richmond 

Population 

* * 

57 42 

Representation on council 67 33 

Representation on boards 
and commissions 

* * 

33 

16 

1973 

10 

* 

1966 

* 

1 39 

1975 

7 53 

67 11 

74 10 

1 67 21 

- 100 

* * * 

1 57 42 

88 12 

* * * 

22 

16 

1975 

11 

* 

1970 

* 

1 

1 

* 

1 

* 

38 

45 

1981 

7 54 

9 

40 17 

64 23 

67 22 

* * 

51 48 

44 56 

* * 

45 

43 

1979 

12 

11 

* 

1977 

* 

1 38 

45 

1983 

7 54 

9 

37 17 

1 64 23 

67 22 

* 62 19 

1 48 51 

44 56 

* 27 73 

45 

47 

1983 

12 

11 

19 

1982 

Note : w = white; B = black; MA = Mexican-American; 0 = other; * = not available. 

aPopulation percentages have been projected for relevant years based on census reports . 

0 

l 

1 

1 

bFor t he three most influential boards and commissions as determined from interviews conducted 
in each city . 
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improvement in minority representation do so because they think the 

entire council is less effective in solving city problems under district 

electoral systems. These negative responses are relatively few, and 

several respondents from the business community admit that the district 

system is working better than they had expected. 

On the whole, minority respondents believe that the change in 

election systems improves the responsiveness of city government to their 

needs. This opinion is qualified somewhat in mixed system cities, where 

many respondents indicate that the -new systems are better but still not 

entirely fair. Interviewers found in Charlotte, for example, that 

blacks find it extremely difficult to gain election in the at- large 

seats because both blacks and whites practice single- or double-shot 

voting polarized along racial lines. (Only one black has gained an 

at-large seat.) Blacks are more satisfied with the change in both 

Houston and Da l las than are Mexican-Americans. 

In Austin, the present council reflects the city's ethnic 

composition as accurately as possible on a seven-member council. 

Furthermore, councilmember Urdy received about 65 percent of the black 

vote in the last election, and councilmember Trevino received about 70 

percent of the Mexican-American vote, a fact which suggests that the 

black and Mexican-American communities are to some extent represented by 

the councilmembers of their choice. A change in electoral systems would 

probably not increase the percentage of minorities on the council, since 

it would probably not be possible to draw more than one "safe" black 

district and one "safe" Mexican-American district. 

However, interviews with leading members of both minority 
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communities in Austin indicate that most prefer a single-member-district 

system. Most minority respondents believe that their interests are not 

adequately represented under the at-large system, that their 

neighborhoods receive less than a fair share of city services, and that 

their voting strength is threatened by growth and annexat i ons. Most 

respondents see the possibility for a change in electoral systems as a 

means of protecting minority voting strength and of improving council 

responsiveness to minority concerns. If the experiences of other cities 

prove true in Austin, minority representation on boards and commissions 

will also increa se with a change in e l ectoral systems. 

3.1.2 Geographic Representation 

Geographic representation necessari l y improves under district 

election systems. Furthermore , geographic representation improves more 

dramatically i n cities that adopt si ngle- member-district systems than in 

those that adopt mixed systems. Just as at- l arge systems give 

disproportionately large shares of representation to white, upper

middle-c lass areas, so do mixed systems continue this tendancy among 

at-large office holders . In Houston, for example, after t he change to a 

mixed electoral system, four counc i lmembers reside in one di stri ct in 

southwest Houston--the district representative and three 

representatives. 

at-large 

The improvement in geographic representation also extends to city 

boards and commissions, in some cases through expli c i t ordinances 

allowing each counc i lmember to appoint one member to each important 
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board or commission. Such ordinances were passed in both San Antonio 

and Fort Worth under the suppos ~ tion that each councilmember would know 

which citizens in his or her district are qualified and interested in 

serving. In all of the cities that experienced changes, respondents see 

geographic representation on boards and commissions as improved. 

3.1.3 Representation of Economic Interests 

The overwhelming majority of respondents in all cities studied 

recognize the business community, or some segment of it, as the most 

powerful force in city politics regardless of electoral systems. 

Interviewers encountered a variety of opinions on the desirability of 

this condition and on the details of business influence on local 

politics. In the mixed-system cities, most respondents acknowledge that 

the business community has suffered some loss of influence with the city 

council. Surprisingly, many respondents in single-member-district 

cities stop short of claiming that the business community has lost 

influence with the council, claiming instead that other groups have 

gained influence or that business groups have lost the ability to 

control elections. 

An important point of comparison is that in Phoenix and Corpus 

Christi, which have already replaced their at-large electoral systems, 

and in Austin, which is facing another challenge to its at-large system, 

many respondents indicate that business and development interests are 

far too powerful for the good of the city. If the experiences of the 

cities that have already adopted new systems are indicative of what is 
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to come in these cities, business and development interests will 

probably adapt to the new electoral system and will remain the most 

powerful groups in city politics. Their power will lessen only slightly 

due to a change in electoral systems. 

3. 1.4 Representation of Nonbusiness Interests 

The effect of electoral-system change on the representation of 

nonbusiness special interests is ambiguous, depending on the type of 

organization and the concentration of the membership. Some groups with 

geographically concentrated memberships, like neighborhood groups, feel 

that it is beneficial to have one councilmember to approach for help on 

specific issues, while other geographically concentrated groups which 

had previously had sufficient resources to influence several 

councilmembers (like Communities Organized for Public Service in San 

Antonio ) feel that they have lost influence with the council because 

they can now direct their efforts toward on ly a few district 

councilmembers. In addition, some groups with large but geographically 

dispersed memberships, like public safety associations, fee l that they 

had more in fluence with at-l arge councilmembers than they do with 

district counci lmembers because their numbers are not great enough in 

any one district to have a significant impact. 

In general, however, neighborhood groups, along with most 

nonbusiness special - i nterest groups, are seen as having gained influence 

with city councils. These groups find it easier to raise issues through 

their district representatives than it had been through representatives 
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elected at-large. This change has been accompanied by a perception that 

councils are giving issues more public discussion and that 

councilmembers are taking more initiative in raising issues for their 

constituents. 

It is difficult to assess how these findings apply to Austin. 

Neighborhood groups and other nonbusiness special-interest groups are 

already quite active and we ll organized in Austin. If the pattern is 

the same as in other cities, most of these groups would probably gain 

influence relative to developers and business groups as a result of a· 

change in electoral systems. Equality of geographic representation, 

which most perceive as poor in Austin, would necessarily improve, 

probably more so under a single-member-district system than under a 

mixed system. Again, geographic representation on boards and 

commissions would probably improve under a single-member-district system 

and somewhat less under a mixed system. 

3.2 Decisionmaking 

Opponents of single-member districting contend that such a system 

emphasizes the interests of the inhabitants of geographic areas rather 

than those of the broader community. In order to evaluate this 

assertion and to determine what effects, if any, an electoral system 

change has on decisionmaking in c ity government, this section focuses on 

five areas of concern : t he city agenda, the decisionmaking process, 

distribution of services and facilities, the council and city- staff 

workload, and the relations between city staff and council . These 
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topics in decisionmaking are highly susceptible to variations in 

political cultures of municipalities and to differences in personal 

styles of city offic1als. The fact that all cities are in some ways 

unique complicates any attempt to draw definitive conclus ions. Further , 

any changes in decisionmaking processes within a city are difficult to 

assess because they are vitually impossible to measure. It is possible, 

however, to identify some decisionmaking patterns in each of the 

electoral systems. 

3.2.l The City Agenda 

The hypothesis that single-member districts encourage the city 

council to address racial, geographic, or other special-interest issues 

rather than citywide issues is not entirely confirmed by this study. 

Respondents in many of the districted cities note that the the focus of 

councilmembers has shifted toward specific geographic and neighborhood 

concerns. However, most respondents feel that citywide issues are not 

neglected by municipal policymakers. In fact, residents of San Antonio 

and Fort Worth, single-member-distr ict cities, contend that citywtde 

issues are better addressed. With broader representation, many assert, 

city government cannot focus on narrow concerns but must balance many 

interests. In Dallas and Charlotte, mixed-system cities, a number of 

respondents feel that the increased attention to specific neighborhood 

and minority issues serves to create a balance between citywide and 

district issues. Although those interviewed in Houston recognize the 

possibility of representives adopting narrow perspectives, many indicate 

that this problem had not occurred. 
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A majority of the respondents in Austin agree that growth and 

planning issues dominate decisionmaking in the city. It is difficult to 

evaluate how a change to districting cou ld affect the issues addressed 

by the Austin City Council. Because the broad issues of growth and 

planning maintain a strong place on t he city's agenda, a change to some 

form of distr ict system is unlike ly to result in a council that 

emphasizes parochial rather than citywide concerns. Perhaps the most 

notable change may be that more time would be spent on neighborhood 

issues. Conversely, however, districting may not greatly affect the · 

attention given neighborhood issues since Austin has unusually active 

neighborhood organizations under its current at-large system. 

3.2 .2 Oecisionmaking Style 

The style in which council decisions are made is an important 

consideration since the manner in which councilmembers operate may 

determine both the quality and the quantity of t heir actions. In 

addition, it may great ly affect the way in which councilmembers are 

perceived by their constituents. Respondents in the single-member 

district cities of San Antonio and Richmond i ndicate that vote trading 

and coalition building have increased since the adoption of the new 

system. Most respondents in Charlotte, Houston, and Dallas characterize 

the decisionmaking process under the mixed system as more open: more 

diverse interests are represented on the councils and a wider range of 

issues are discussed in council chambers. Consequently, many report 

that council meetings are much l onger . In Dallas respondents view these 

lengthy council meetings as inefficient. 
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Community perceptions of the effectiveness of council 

decisionmaking varies. While most members of the business community 

feel that councilmembers have been effective, representatives of 

neighborhood groups believe the council often resorts to management by 

crisis. Thus, the most likely changes to be felt by a city changing to 

district system are longer, more divisive council meetings and the 

greater councilmember involvement in operational details. Several 

factors may mitigate these effects in Austin, however. First, the city 

council already attempts to inc1ude different veiws in its meetings. 

Second, Austin City Council meetings are already lengthy. 

3.2 .3 Service Delivery 

Service distribution within cities provides some measure of council 

concern for and representation of the c i tizens. Respondents in the 

single-member-district and mixed-system cities disagree on their 

system ' s effect on service delivery. Those interviewed in San Antonio, 

Fort Worth, and Dallas agree that service delivery is more equitable 

under the single-member-district system. In Houston and Charlotte, 

minority and neighborhood-group members also i nd i cate that services are 

provided more equitably under the new system; however, city officials 

and representatives of the business community see no change in service 

delivery. Similarly, respondents in Richmond see no change in service 

delivery; both residents and city officials agree that serv i ces were 

equitably distributed before the change . 

There is no consensus among respondents in the at-large cities 
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regarding the effectiveness of their cities' policymaking process. Many· 

assert that service delivery is fair and efficient; others, especially 

minorities, view service delivery with less approval. For example, in 

Phoenix, many of those interviewed indicated that capital expenditures 

for street and park construction are distributed throughout the city. 

Yet, minority respondents in both cities report that their neighborhoods 

are neglected, to varying degrees, in the delivery of city services. 

Many minorities in Phoenix note that most of the city's undesirable 

facilities (e.g., the airport and four of six solid-waste-disposal · 

sites ) are located in local low- income areas. Most Mexican-Americans 

and some blacks in Corpus Christi believe service delivery is equitable 

only because of the city ' s use of federal funds. 

Re spondent's perceptions of service delivery in Austin parallel 

those in the other eight cities. Some respondents assert that service 

distribution is equitable, while others cite inequitable delivery in 

certain sections of town. Perceptions vary so widely in the other 

cities that it is difficult to determine whether service delivery would 

change with a different electoral system. Most likely, service delivery 

in Austin would not change significantly. 

3.2.4 Council Workload 

Councilmembers, as well as city staff and citizens, are often 

concerned about the possiblility of workload increases with a change to 

a district system. In the cities under study, increased workloads do 

appear to accompany such a change, generally because of more frequent 
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of the workload of at- large 

councilmembers and that of district members in mixed system cities 

provides a good measure of this increase. In the mixed system cities of 

Charlotte, Houston, and Dallas, district representatives ' workloads 

apparently are heavier than those of at-large councilmembers . 

Constituents in those cities are more likely to call upon district 

members, usual ly with individual or neighborhood problems. 

Most respondents in the single-member-district municipalities 

indicate that the city council is ·much more involved in the day- to-day 

operations of the cities than before the system change. City-staff 

respondents in the these single-member-district cities also note that 

their workloads have increased somewhat since the institution of the new 

electoral system. These respondents generally believe this greater 

activity is welcome; it reflects a desirable increase in citizen 

involvement in city affairs. The Austin City Council's workload is 

already burdensome. Therefore, Austin's councilmembers may not 

experience the dramatic i ncrease in workload found in the single-member 

or mixed-system cities under study. 

3.2.5 Relations Between City Councilmembers and Administrators 

Although the legal distribution of power among the council, mayor, 

city manager, and boards and commissions has not shifted, interactions 

between city authorities have changed, according to respondents in some 

cities. In the single-member-district cities, San Antonio and Fort 
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Worth, most respondents agree that the council is more involved in the 

day-to-day operations of the city. Most San Antonio respondents feel 

that the mayor ' s role has expanded since, as the only official e lected 

at-large, he must act as chief negotiator in order to maintain the focus 

on citywide concerns. However, respondents disagree on whether this 

change is due to the personality and strength of the current mayor or is 

inherent in the districting system. In Richmond, a dispute over council 

appointments to the school board has re sulted in a controversial law 

suit over the separation of powers in the city. 

Respondents in the mixed- system cities disagree over the way in 

which districting has affected the roles of the city council and staff. 

In Houston the city council has become a more active legislative body. 

However, many respondents often do not attribute this change to the new 

electoral system. City staff members in Charlotte note that 

councilmembers under the mixed system are more involved in the routine 

adminstration of the city than before the change. 

The distribution of decisionmaking power in Austin is divided 

between the city council, the mayor, and the city manager. Currently, 

Austinites agree, the mayor is the strongest link. However most 

residents feel that the strength of the mayor is more a function of 

personality than position. Given the experiences in some of the cities, 

Austin may expect a change in its electoral process to increase the need 

for greater communication and cooperation among city officials, council, 

manager, and mayor. 

This section has attempted to evaluate the effect of single- member 

districts on five areas that are closely related to decisionmaking , and 
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to apply these findings to the City of Austin. With respect to the 

city's agenda, most of those interviewed in the six cities with some 

form of district system indicate that after districting was implemented, 

the focus of issues shifted, somewhat, to neighborhood and other narrow 

concerns. However, few respondents report that parochial concerns now 

override citywide issues. A similar effect is likely in Austin; yet 

because the city council already has strong neighborhood input, this 

effect probably may not be felt as strongly as it has been in the other 

cities. 

Many respondents in the single-member-district and mixed-system 

cities note that the change to districting affected the way in which 

decisions are made. Most cite longer, more-divisive council meetings as 

an indication of this change. Similarly, Austin also may experience 

longer, more-divisive council meetings, especial ly if districting 

results in greater input from a variety of groups. However, the city's 

established pattern of long council meetings and significant citizen 

participation may minim i ze this effect. 

Perceptions of distr icting's impact on service delivery varies 

among respondents in most cities. Service and facility distribution 

appears to be mostly determined by factors other than a city's electoral 

system. Should it institute districts, Austin probably is unlikely to 

experience a difference in service delivery. 

In most cases, councilmember workload increases after a change to 

single-member districts. Councilmembers in mixed- system cities report 

that district representatives have greater workloads than at-large 

representatives. Because Austin councilmembers' workload is already 
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heavy, a change to districting probably will not have much effect in 

that area. 

The institution of districts has created a need for more 

interacti on between city staff and councilmembers because councilmembers 

tend to become more involved in administration, according to most 

respondents. Thus, an election system change in Austin may increase the 

need for communicaton and cooperation among city officials, the city 

manager, councilmembers, and the mayor. 

3.3 Citizen Participation 

Proponents of districting argue that such a system provides the 

opportunity for all citizens to be included in local government. Given 

the chance to elect the representative of their choice, they argue, 

local residents are more l ikely to vote. In addition, districting 

facilitates participation since citizens identify more closely with 

their representatives and with local governemnt in general. Because of 

this closeness, district representatives may encourage constituents to 

speak out and become i nvolved in government affairs. Advocates of 

districting claim that, overall, such plans are more inclusive than 

at-large schemes which systematically exclude geographic, economic, and 

racial minority groups. This section attempts to evaluate these claims 

by investigating the effects of districting on citizen participation. 

Citizen participation may be viewed in two ways: as voting behavior 

in local elections and as involvement in the affairs of local 

government. The former, voter participation, is measurable; the latter, 
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community participation, involves a more qualitative assessment, based 

largely on the judgments of local residents. 

3.3.1 Voter Participation 

Three measures of voter participation are employed in this study. 

First, a participation composite is used to measure real voter 

participation, or the percentage of eligible voters that cast ballots in 

a given election. The second measure, voter registration, is the number 

of eligible citizens who have registered to vote. Voter turnout is 

estimated by ethnicity as well. These estimates are based on 

participation rates in ethnically concentrated precincts (five precincts 

each for whites, blacks, and Mexican-Americans) . In those 

municipalities that experienced a change to mixed or single-member 

district systems, four elections are analyzed; two before and two after 

the change. Two elections are assessed in each of the at-large cities. 

In an attempt to control for differences in voter participation due to 

unusual circumstances in a given year, this study evaluates both those 

elections perceived to be contested and those viewed as relative1y 

uncontested citywide. Tables 3-6 through 3-9 present the extent of 

voter participation in the nine cities. 

There are some problems with measuring and drawing conclusions 

regarding voter participation. For example, if voter participation is 

measured citywide in municipalities that have district elections, low 

voter turnout in uncontested districts may cause artificially low 

measures of voter partic ipation. Similarly, measures of voting in the 
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Table 3- 6 

Voter Participation and Registration, At-Large Cities (%) 

Austin 

Participation Compositea 
. . b 

Registration 

Turnoutc 

b h 
. . d Turnout y Et n1c1ty 

White 

Black 

Mexican-American 

Corpus Christi 

Participation Compositea 
. . b Registration 

Turnoutc 

Turnout by Ethnicityd 

White 

Black 

Mexican-American 

Phoenix 

Participation Compositea 
. . b Registration 

c 
Turnout 

b h 
. . d Turnout y Et n1c1ty 

White 

Black 

Mexican- American 

Election No. 

21. 99 

64 

34 

4 3 

15 

11 

10.57 

72 

15 

18 

18 

9 

12 .73 

57 

22 

30 

17 

21 

1 Election No. 

26.54 

68 

39 

48 

28 

25 

23 . 35 

70 

36 

37 

27 

33 

25 . 55 

48 

53 

60 

41 

41 

2 

aCalculated as number of voters in election divided by number of eligi
ble voters . (Eligible voters have been determined to be those persons 21 years 
of age and older for election years up to and including 1971 and those persons 
18 years of age and older for election years thereafter . Ages have been in
terpolated and projected based on 1970 and 1980 census reports . ) 

b Calculated as number of registered voters divided by number of eligible 
voters . 

cCalculated as number of voters in election divided by number of regi
stered voters. 

dFifteen substantially ethnic precincts (five each--white , black , and 
Mexican-American) were chosen to analyze . 
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Table 3- 7 

Voter Parti c i pation and Registration, Mixed- System Cities (%) 

Before Change After Change 
Election El ection Election Election 

Houston 

Part icipation Compositea 
. . b 

Registrati on 
c 

Turnout 

b h 
. . d 

Turnout y Et nicity 

White 
Black 
Mexican- American 

Dal las 

Participation Compositea 
. . b 

Registration 

Turnoutc 

h 
. . d 

Turnout by Et n i city 

White 
Black 
Mexican- American 

Charlotte 

Participation Compositea 
. . b 

Registrati on 
c 

Turnout 

Turnout by Ethnicityd 

White 
Black 
Mexican- American 

No . 1 No. 2 

29 . 42 

* 
* 

54 
51 
38 

14.60 

59 

25 

26 
22 

8 

24.82 

55 

45 

54 
33 
n . a . 

25.36 

* 

* 

49 
50 
37 

8 . 80 

69 

13 

15 
11 

4 

19. 72 

65 

30 

33 
29 
n.a . 

Note : * = not available ; n . a . = not applicable . 

No. 1 No . 2 

17 . 36 

54 

32 

36 
29 
29 

7.48 

57 

13 

15 
14 

2 

24 . 41 

58 

42 

45 
38 
n.a. 

24 . 78 

55 

45 

48 
40 
29 

11. 82 

58 

20 

31 
18 

9 

9 . 33 

62 

15 

15 
17 
n . a. 

a Calculated as number of voters in election divided by number of eligi
ble voters . (Eligible voters have been determined to be those persons 21 years 
of age and older for election years up t o and inc l uding 1971 and those persons 
18 years of age and older for election years thereafter. Ages have been in
te r polated and projected based on 1970 a nd 1980 census reports.) 

b 
Calculated as number of registered voters divided by number of eligi-

ble voters . 

cCalculated as number of voters in election divided by number of r egi
stered voters . 

dFifteen substantial!~ ethnic prec incts (five each--white, black, and 
Mexican-American) were chosen to analyze . 



60 Table 3- 8 

Voter Participation and Registration, Single-Member-District Cities (%) 

San Antonio 

Participation Compositea 
. . b 

Registration 

Turnoutc 

Turnout by Ethnicityd 

White 
Black 
Mexican-American 

Fort worth 

Participation Compositea 
. . b Registration 

c 
Turnout 

b h 
. . d Turnout y Et nic ity 

Whi te 
Black 
Mexican-American 

Richmond 
. . a 

Participation Composite 
. . b Registration 

Turnoutc 
. . d 

Turnout by Ethnicity 

White 
Black 
Mexican-Amer ican 

Before Change 
Election Election 

No . 1 No . 2 

22.60 

66 

34 

38 
32 
31 

10 . 07 

63 

16 

* 
* 
* 

22 . 68 

56 

40 

* 
* 
n . a . 

22 . 29 

58 

39 

41 
40 
37 

11. 29 

76 

15 

* 
* 
* 

32 .25 

66 

49 

60 
46 
n . a . 

After Change 
Election Election 

No . 1 No . 2 

28.65 

67 

43 

44 
32 
37 

11. 37 

65 

18 

* 
* 
* 

25 . 20 

57 

44 

54 
40 
n . a . 

10.54 

60 

18 

14 
14 
18 

4.05 

81 

* 
* 
* 

5 

24 . 95 

61 

41 

44 
38 
n .a . 

Note : * = not available; n . a . = not appl icable . 

aCalculated as number of voters in electi on divided by number of eligi
ble voters . (Eligible voters have been determined t o be those persons 21 years 
of age and o lder for election years up to a nd including 1971 and those persons 
18 years of age and older fo r election years thereafter . Ages have been in
terpolated and pro jected based on 1970 and 1980 census reports.) 

bCalculated as number of registered voters divided by number of eligi
ble voters . 

cCalculated as number of voters in election divided by number of regis
tered voters . 

dFifteen substantially ethnic precincts (five each--white , black, and 
Mexican- American) were chosen to analyze. 



Table 3-9 

Minority- Voter-Turnout Ratios, Austin and Comparison Cities 

City and 
Ethnic Group 

Austin 

Black 
Mexican- American 

Corpus Christi 

Black 
Mexican-American 

Phoenix 

Black 
Mexican- American 

Houston 

Black 
Mexican-American 

Dallas 

Black 
Mexican-American 

Charlotte 

Black 
Mexican-American 

San Antonio 

Black 
Mexican-American 

Fort Worth 

Black 
Mexican-American 

Richmond 

Black 
Mexican-American 

Election 
No. 1 

45 
32 

124 
62 

77 
96 

Before 
Election 

No. 

* 
* 

88 
34 

73 

95 
92 

* 
* 

* 

1 

Percentage Turnout 

Election 
No . 2 

71 
63 

74 
91 

78 
78 

Change After Change 
Election 

No . 

* 
* 

87 
35 

96 

102 
95 

* 
* 

95 

2 
Electi on 

No . 

* 
* 

106 
18 

91 

73 
85 

* 
* 

90 

1 
Election 

No . 

88 
64 

88 
43 

113 

82 
104 

* 
* 

93 

2 

61 

Note: * = not available . 
a Calculated as the ratio of black or Mexican- American turnout to over-

all city turnout per figures at Tables 3-7 through 3- 9 . 
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five precincts with comparable ethnic composition may reflect only the 

voting patterns of a particu lar neighborhood, not the ethnic population 

citywide. 

Despite these imperfections, the data does provide a reasonable 

estimate of voting behavior . In general, the information does not 

support the hypothesis that districti ng results in increased voter 

participation. It does indicate that voter participation in local 

elections is generally quite low. While approximately 50 percent of the 

eligible voters in each city are registered to vote, few of these · 

potential voters actually cast a ballot. Further, voter participation 

does not appear to increase significantly with a change to districting. 

In fact, the data available for cities with mixed systems appears to 

indicate a slight decrease in voter participation. For municipalities 

with single- member districts, the information is even more inconclusive. 

In some cases, particularly in contested races (citywide elections 

perceived as 11 hot 11 races), participation increases under the new system; 

in many uncontested ( 11 cold 11
) races, participation drops after 

districting is instituted. 

Comparison of voting behavior in cities with different systems is 

complicated by the fact that politics and cultures vary widely. Perhaps 

as a result of this, the available data do not conclusively answer the 

question: Do cities with some form of district system experience 

greater voter turnout? In some races, voter participation is higher in 

districted cities; in other cases, it is much lower than in any of the 

at-large cities. Voter participation appears to be determined more by 

the nature of the race than by the type of electoral system. Under both 
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at-large and districting systems, the number of ballots cast in a 

contested race may be more than 30 percent higher than those cast in an 

uncontested election. 

The only cities that do not experience such a volatile 

participation rate are Austin, which has an at- large system, and 

Richmond, which has adopted single-member districting. In these cities, 

participation is relatively high and constant in both contested and 

uncontested races. Even in these municipalities, however, the nature of 

the election may also affect turnout. Interviews with a number of 

Austin residents confirm that voter participation fluctuates with 

citizen interest in particular candidates and issues. 

Minority participation also does not appear to increase with 

districting. In general, whites have a much higher participation rate. 

In those cities that changed to districting, minority voting does not 

generally increase. In fact, participation rates fall in some cases . 

Both minority and majority voting behavior exhibit similar volatility; 

neither seem significantly altered by a districts alone. 

Thus, the assertions of districting proponents about voting 

behavior are not confirmed by the evidence in the nine cities. 

Districting, in itself, does not appear to increase voter turnout in 

general or in the minority community in particu l ar. The structure of 

the electoral system may be only one of a complex set of factors that 

influence voter participation. Other determinants of voting behavior 

may include local political and social characteristics, the nature of 

particular races, and national trends. The available data indicate that 

Austin ' s current system does not preclude high voter turnout. A change 
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to districting may have little effect on voters already predisposed to 

cast their ballots. 

3.3.2 Community Participation 

Interviews were used to assess the extent of citizen participation 

in community and government activities. Residents in many newly 

districted cities report a major increase in citizen involvement in 

political affairs, despite the evidence that voter participation remains 

relatively unchanged. In fact, in all of the cities where some form of 

districting has been instituted, respondents overwhelmingly note 

increases in community participation. Respondents in many districted 

cities assert that the new system has heightened the political awareness 

of citizens. Community leaders in Fort Worth and San Antonio, for 

example, claim that minorities are more aware of public issues and are 

better educated about the political process. 

The increase in community participation is reflected in the growth 

and activity of various neighborhood and political organizations. 

Neighborhood groups, for example, are reported to have become more 

active in all mixed and most single-member district cities. Issue

oriented groups have arisen in Houston, Richmond, and Dallas; 

respondents in Fort Worth, Houston, and Dallas assert that citizen 

involvement in political campaigns has also increased since the adoption 

of districts. Fort Worth has not experienced the dramatic changes 

reported by most of the cities; residents there generally agree that 

districting has had no effect on neighborhood group formation or 

involvement. 
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Respondents also cite an increase in citizen participation in 

On the whole, meetings have become more open and 

more citizens attend and address the council. In 

council meetings. 

argumentative, and 

some cities, more formal mechanisms have been established in order to 

enhance citizen participation in local government. District 

councilmembers are themselves initiating and attending more meetings 

with neighborhood groups in San Antonio, Dallas, Houston, and Richmond. 

Evening council sessions and town hall meetings, designed to promote 

citizen involvement, have been instituted in San Antonio and Houston. 

In contrast to those interviewed in the districted cities, 

respondents in Corpus Christi and Phoenix paint a dismal picture of 

citizen participation . in their communities. Few neighborhood groups 

have formed in these at-large municipalities; some issue-oriented 

organizations have arisen in Phoenix, yet none have become a stable or 

strong force in local affairs. Citizens in Corpus Christi have been 

inactive in local campaigns, and residents of Phoenix similarly have not 

participated in organizing for elections. Respondents in Phoenix 

generally agree that the lack of interest in campaigns results from a 

feeling of powerlessness; citizens do not believe that their efforts can 

overcome the city's powerful slating group. 

Respondents in many of the cities with some form of districting 

indicate that it is, indeed, the feeling of power that encourages more 

citizens to participate. In San Antonio, for example, many believe that 

districting has brought a greater identification with government which, 

in turn, has made citizens more inclined to participate. Further, the 

gains made by previously excluded groups have convinced many that they 
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could inf luence decisions in the city. Thus, in some of the districted 

communities, success and effectiveness has bred involvement. 

Unlike the other at-large cities, Austin already has significant 

organized neighborhood and community groups . While these organizations 

are seen as possessing relative ly l ittle political power when working 

alone, most assert that they are able to wield influence by forming 

coalitions. Thus, should Austin adopt some form of districting, the 

dramatic rise of neighborhood and community organizations experienced in 

some other cities is unlikely. However, these groups may become a more · 

active and influential force in city government. 

In summary, perceptions of community involvement generally confirm 

the hypothesis that districting encourages participation. A district 

system may particularly facilitate involvement indirectly, by making 

citizens feel more a part of local affairs. Thus, the discrepancy 

between community participation and voter-turnout data may be due to 

differences in citizens' views of their ability to affect the political 

system. In Austin, however, where community participation is perceived 

as high and increasi ng, the impact of districting on groups and local 

politics may be less extreme that in some of the other cities studied. 

The inconsistency between community involvement and voter turnout 

may also be a result of other factors. It may be, for example, that 

fewer citizens are voting but, of those who do, more are active in 

campaigns, publ ic fora, and political organizations . It may also be 

that citizen participation is up among some pa rticu l arly visible groups 

but down among other, less outspoken ones. In addition, anomalies in 

the measurement of voting behavior, such as those outlined above, may 

mask an increase i n citizen participation. 
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3.4 Campaign Styles 

Proponents of single-member district electoral systems question the 

cost, style, and nature of at- large election campaigns. They assert 

that when compared to at- large elections, district campaigns are 

cheaper, less dominated by media advertising, and more conducive to 

minority participation. This section investigates six closely related 

variables which together make up campaign styles: campaign costs, 

campaign funding sources, campaign techniques, candidate pool 

composition, power of incumbency, and slating groups ' influence. After 

a general discussion of these variables, each is assessed for its 

applicability to Austin. 

3.4. 1 Cost s 

Costs can be a discriminatory barrier to full and fair political 

participation. If the costs of running for and winning a council seat 

are less in a district than in an at-large election, a change to some 

form of districting may enhance the representation of economically 

disadvantaged groups. Since racial and ethnic minorities are often also 

economically disadvantaged, a reduction in campaign costs could 

translate into a more representative local electoral system. 

Virtually all respondents in the districted cities under study 

indicate that a change to such a system leads to both decreased council 

campaign costs and increased mayoral campaign costs. Some respondents 

note that while costs of council campaigns decreased with a change in 

electoral system, their costs per vote actually increased. A few 
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respondents also note that after only one or two district elections , 

incumbency reasserted itself, and council campaign costs edged up to 

their previous l evei s as challengers had to compete more vigorously to 

unseat an incumbent. Finally, many respondents feel that districting 

intensifies mayoral competition and thus increases mayoral campaign 

costs. 

The ·available data do 

perceptions. However, 

not 

it is 

necessarily 

difficult 

support these widespread 

to test the assertions that 

district campaigns are cheaper and that mayoral 

expensive under one or another electoral system. 

data has only recently become a part of the 

campaigns are more · 

Campaign expenditure 

public domain, and 

recordkeeping varies greatly among cities. Complete data is available 

from three cities--Oallas, Fort Worth, and Houston. However, it does 

not categorically support either of the above assertions. The data in 

Tables 3-10 through 3-12 support the following conclusions: 1) A change 

from an at-large electoral system to some form of district system does 

not guarantee lower average campaign costs; 2) a change to some form of 

district electoral system may increase mayoral campaign costs. However, 

other factors- -the strength of incumbency, for example--may exert a 

stronger influence on the costs of mayoral campaigns than does a change 

in electoral system. 

In the absence of disaggregated data, it is difficult to conclude 

that single-member or mixed electoral systems necessarily remove 

economic barriers which deter some groups from participating fully in 

the political process. Averaging of campaign costs may disguise rather 

wide variations in indiv idual candidates' spending. However, 



•Table 3-10 

Average Real Campaign Expenditures , At-Large Cities 

City and Candidates 

Austin 

All Candidates 

Mayor 
Council 

Winner (s) 

Mayor 
Counc i l 

Corpus Christi 

All Candidates 

Mayor 
Counci l 

Winner(s) 

Mayor 
Council 

Phoenix 

All Candidates 

Mayor 
Council 

Winner(s) 

Mayor 
Council 

* = not available; a = unopposed. 

Election No. 1 

$ 31 ,440 
16, 723 

31 ,440 
23,746 

13, 366 

* 

19,401 
7,331 

a 
9,156 

a 
ll, 282 

69 

Election No . 2 

$ 544,682 
112,285 

551,241 
llO, 300 

19,394 
19,762 

15,592 
21,101 

23,268 
15,315 

41, 984 
16,533 

Note: Amounts were calculated as the average of real expenditures fo r 
each "viable" candidate. Viability was presumed achieved if the candidate 
received a percentage of the votes cast in that race equal to 50% divided by 
the number of candidates in that race . Expenditures for unopposed candidates 
were disregarded. Expenditures for slating groups were allocated equally 
among all slated candidates . Expenditures were adjusted to 1982 dollars 
using national GNP deflator indexes from the statistical abstract. Regional 
indexes from the same source suggest that the inflation rate for growth 
cit ies is somewhat higher than the national average . Thus, expenditures for 
g rowth cities may be slightly understated for election years prior to 1982, 
and slightly overstated for elections in 1983 . 



70 • 
Table 3-11 

Average Real Campaign Expenditures, Mixed-System Cities 

City and 
Candidates 

Houston 

All Candidates 

Mayor 
At-Large 
District 

Winner(s) 

Mayor 
At-Large 
District 

Dallas 

All Candidates 

Mayor 
At-Large 
District 

Winner(s) 

Mayor 
At-Large 
Distric t 

Charlotte 

All Candidates 

Mayor 
At-Large 
District 

Winner(s) 

Mayor 
At-Large 
District 

Before Change 
Election Election 

No . 1 No . 2 

$454,838 
20,578 

354,218 
28,697 

28,717 
18 ,263 

20,153 
25,840 

* 
* 
* 

* 
* 
* 

$1 ,455, 377 
24, 977 

3,398,152 
43,922 

12 , 234 
12,799 

12,234 
20,568 

* 
* 
* 

* 
* 
* 

After Change 
Election Election 

No . 1 No. 2 

$696,078 
48,621 
20 ,818 

1,383,110 
88,153 
41 ,085 

121,507 
38 , 006 
17,203 

243,015 
38 ,006 
19,883 

69 ,400 
7,845 
4,156 

74,444 
9,913 
5,614 

$1,007,578 
103,166 

58,826 

1,068,911 
119,269 
64,031 

469,198 
53,733 
20,263 

891,931 
146,416 

25,476 

a 
11, 772 

4,997 

a 
13,452 

5,066 

Note: For methodology, see note at bottom of Table 3-10 . 

* = not available; a = unopposed . 
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Table 3- 12 

Average Real Campaign Expenditures, Single-Member-District Cities 

City and 
Candidates 

San Antonio 

All Candidates 

Mayor 
Council 

Winner(s) 

Mayor 
Council 

Fort Worth 

All Candidates 

Mayor 
Council 

Winner(s) 

Mayor 
Council 

Richmond 

All Candidates 
.la counci 

Winner(s) 

Council a 

Before Change 
Election Election 

No . l No . 2 

* 
* 

* 
* 

$ 77,880 
7,602 

90,708 
12, 310 

* 

* 

* 
* 

* 
* 

$ 95 , 429 
12, 117 

114,447 
16,527 

* 

* 

After Change 
Election Election 

No. 1 No . 2 

$275,594 
13, 987 

264,087 
13 , 933 

170,436 
11, 764 

109 ,897 
14,295 

6,468 

7 , 125 

$120,445 
18,886 

120,445 
11,565 

27,589 
3 , 663 

27,509 
4, 368 

4, 720 

6,194 

Note: For methodology, see note at bottom of Table 3- 10. 

* = not available . 

aMayor is elected by council . 
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respondents' remarks clearly indicate that, at the very least , some kind 

of districted electoral system can provide a "window of opportunity" for 

some economically disadvantaged groups. The actual scope of that 

opportunity may depend largely on the demographic and political 

character of the city in question. A change in electoral system cannot 

guarantee the removal of barriers to entry to full political 

participation. Yet, a change might create an opportunity where none 

existed previously. 

Because Austin campaign spending and voter participation levels are · 

relatively high when compared with those of the comparison cities, it is 

difficult to predict how a change in electoral system might affect 

campaign costs. Average campaign costs may not decline, but it may 

become possible for some district candidates to lower spending by using 

very inexpensive campaig n techniques. There are examples of this in 

nearly every city studied. On the other hand, some highly contested 

district races could become as, or possibly even more, expensive than 

past at-large races. Austin will probably continue to see fairly high 

levels of campaign spending, regardless of the electoral system in 

place. 

3.4.2 Techniques 

Most respondents note a marked alteration in campaign techniques 

after a change in electoral systems. Many observe that district 

candidates in both single-member and mixed systems are more likely to 

use grass-roots campaign techniques (e.g., neighborhood meetings, 
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targeted mailings, and door-to- door canvasing) than are at-large 

candidates. However, because of the size of Houston ' s districts, some 

candidates in that city make limited use of broadcast media. At- large 

candidates in mixed systems use techniques similar to those used in 

at-large systems; they rely heavi ly on broadcast media and paid campaign 

staffs. 

Based on other cities ' experiences, Austin can expect some 

differences in city council campaign techniques to accompany a change 

from an at-large electoral system to a single-member or mixed sys tem. 

It is likely that, because of the smaller districts, fewer candidates 

will rely on paid broadcast advertising. Although neighborhood and 

grassroots campaign techniques have been important components in many 

Aust i n council campaigns, a change from at- large elections wi ll probably 

make such methods even more prevalent. Candidates may have personal 

contact with more voters, and paid media advertising may be replaced 

with campaigns that are more labor intensive. 

3.4.3 Funding Sources 

Most respondents note a marginal change in campaign funding sources 

from a few relatively large contributors to a greater number of small 

contributors following the establishment of a single-member or mixed 

system. Fort Worth, Dallas, San Antonio, and Richmond all report an 

increased number of small contributors. A Fort Worth study found that 

small contributions ($50 or less) increa sed from 10 percent to 20 

percent of the total after the change to single-member districts. 
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However, it also found that most campaign funds continued to come from 

relatively few individuals and organizations. In many cases, these 

large contributors were the same individuals who had financed city 

campaigns before the electoral system change. This trend is also 

confirmed in a Charlotte study which concluded that most contributions 

continue to come from that city's affluent areas. Respondents in the 

mixed-system city of Houston note that l arge contributions continue to 

dominate both district and at-large elections. 

Austin might expect three results from the adoption of a district· 

or mixed electoral system. First, the number of contributors donating 

small amounts may increase. This may be linked to a concurrent movement 

to more grass-roots campaign techniques. Second, a relatively small 

number of individuals and groups will probably continue to contribute 

the largest amounts to individual 

district candidates may well 

campaigns. 

come from 

Third, contributions to 

sources in other districts; 

contributions from throughout the city are to be expected. If the 

experience of other cities holds in Austin, such contributions will not 

have negative effects on individual candidates. However, some Austin 

groups, especially neighborhood organizations, indicate that they would 

be very sensitive to candidates' funding sources. 
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3.4.4 Slating Groups 

This study finds no causal link between an electoral system change 

and t he demise of slating groups. 11 A change in election system may 

have had adverse effects on s l ating groups in Fort Wort h , San Antonio, 

and Dallas. In Richmond, however , the change reinvigorated one of the 

two previ ously active slating groups. Many cities experienced an 

increase in acti ve endorsing groups following a change to some kind of 

districted e l ectoral system. 

Cand idate slating organizations have been inactive in recent Austin 

elections. There i s no evidence that such organizations will be 

activated by a change in Austin's electoral system. Endorsing groups, 

however, may well become stronger following a change to district 

elections . Gi ven the present strength and activity of citywide special 

interest groups, it is possible tha t such groups will become even more 

acti ve in campaigns by endorsing candidates and by forming coalitions 

with other groups in an effort to influence c i ty council elections. 

11 Note that there is a distinction between slating and endorsing 
groups. A slating group puts forth a ballot of candidates and provides 
financ ing, logist ic support, and so for th for t heir campai gn s. 
Endorsing groups, on the other hand, merely give t heir approval to a 
candidate in each of several campaigns. 
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3 .4.5 Incumbency 

Under any fo rm of electoral system--at-large, singl e member 

district, or mixed-- incumbency seems to be the single most important 

factor in council elections. Evidence from each city in this study 

indicates that incumbent candidates have a distinct advantage over 

challengers; that is, voters consistently return incumbents to office . 

Austin's city council electorate indicates a strong preference for 

council persons seeking reelection. As Table 3-13 illustrat es, only 

three incumbent candidates lost reelection bids in the past six council 

elections. One of these three was a council representative who lost a 

bid for the mayor's office. It seems like ly that incumbents will 

continue to dominate Austin's council electi ons. 

3.4.6 Candidates 

All cities report that an electoral system change leads to larger 

and more di verse candidate pools. More candidates, more minorities, and 

more women run for office following a change from an at-large to a 

single-member or mixed system. However, there is also evidence that, 

over time, the power of incumbency may dampen this trend toward larger 

candidate pools. As the "new incumbents" entrench themselves, fewer 

individuals run for council. It is not clear if this long-te rm trend 

dampen s the participation of minority and women ca ndidates as well . 

Recent council elections in Austin have included relatively large 

numbers of candidates. While white male candidates dominate the 

candidate pool, minor ity and women candidates have run for and been 
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Incumbency In Austin City Council Elections 

Election Year Incumbent Candidates I ncumbents Elected 

1973 6 6 

19 75 3* 2 

1977 5 3 

1979 7 7 

198 1 4 4 

1983 4# 4 

* = Two i ncumbent councilmembers ran for the office of mayor ; one 
was elected . 

# = One of these four was Ron Mul l en , an incumbent councilmember . 
He r an for and was elected to the mayor ' s office . 
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elected to council seats . Table 3- 14 shows council candidates ' 

ethnicity and gender for the past six e l ections. 

Five candidates, on the average, sought each council position in 

these recent elections. Approximately 84 percent of the candidates were 

white , 7 percent were black, 9 percent were Mexican-American , 82 percent 

were male, and 18 percent were female. 

Given the experiences of other cities, it is likely t hat Austin's 

already long roster of candidates may grow even larger in the first few 

elections following an electoral - system change. Likewise, the city may 

expect a more ethnically diverse slate of candidates that also includes 

more women. This l arger and more diverse candidate pool may result in 

the election of more minority council members. It will probably result 

in a more open discussion 

campaign styles which cannot 

extremely important. 

of campaign issues. This is an aspect of 

be measured but which is nonetheless 
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Table 3-14 

Aust in City Council Candidates by Ethnicity and Gender, 1973-83 

Year Number Anglo Black Me x- American Women Men 

1973 21 19 1 1 2 17 

1975 34 27 3 4 7 27 

1977 41 n.a . n . a . n.a. 8 33 

1979 17 14 2 1 1 16 

1981 20 13 3 4 2 18 

1983 20 14 2 4 4 16 

n . a . = not available . 
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Chapter 4 

AT-LARGE ELECTORAL SYSTEMS 

As noted in Chapter Two , Austin is not the only city of significant 

size that maintains an at- large electoral system. Nine other U.S. 

cities with populations of 250,000 or more also elect councilmembers on 

an at- la rge basis. The general characteristics of these municipalities 

are detailed in Table 4-1. 

A number of these other cities are similar to Austin in both size 

and ethnic composition. Seattle, Washington, for example, like Austin, 

has a significant proportion of two minority groups (ten percent each 

for blacks and Asians in Seattle). The city has a total population of 

493,846, slightly larger than Austin 1 s, however. Seattle is governed by 

a nine-member council whose members run at-large for specific seats. 

Councilmembers and the mayor serve four-year overlapping terms. The 

city 1 s at- large electoral system has remained legally unchallenged. 

Respondents interviewed by project participants indicate continuing 

satisfaction with the system. This chapter more fully investigates 

another of the major cit ies with an at-large system: Cincinnati, Ohio. 

Cincinnati also shares some characteristics with Austin. In particular, 

although the Ohio city has only one significant minority, its white to 
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a:> Table 4- 1 

Population and Government Data, Major Cities with At-Large Systems 

a Mayor mem- Elected 
Total Population Ethnicityb (%) Form of No . on ber of by Residency 

City 1980 w B MA 0 Government Council council? Place Requirement 

Cincinnati 385 ,4 57 65 34 - 1 Council- 8+Mayor yes no 
Manager 

Columbus 564 f 871 76 22 1 1 Mayor- 7 no no 
Counci l 

Detroit 1 , 203 , 339 33 63 2 2 Mayor- 9 no no 
Council 

Miami 346 , 865 19 25 55 1 Council- 4+Mayor yes no 
Manager 

Pittsburgh 4 23 , 938 74 24 1 1 Mayor- 9 no no 
Council 

Portland 366,383 85 8 2 5 Commission 4+Mayor c 
yes yes 

Seattle 493 , 846 78 10 2 10 Mayor- 9 no no 
Council 

Toledo 354 ,635 79 17 3 1 Council- 8+Mayor yes no 
Manager 

360 , 919 82 12 1 5 commission 4+Mayor c Tulsa yes yes 

asource: U. S . Department of Commerce, Bureau of t he Census , 1980 Census of Population a nd 
Housing (Washington , D.C . : U.S. Government Printing Office , 1983 ) . 

b W = whi te; B = black ; MA = Mexican-American; 0 = other ; MA includes persons of Spanish origin 
per census reports except that those persons who also indicated their race as black are classified 
as b l ack for the purposes of our study. 

cconunission members are elected to specific functiona l titles--e . g ., Commissioner of Fire a nd 
Police . 

no 

no 

no 

no 

no 

no 

no 

no 

no 
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minority ratio closely parallels Austin's. This resemblance is the 

reason that Cincinatti is included in this study. 

The study of this at-large municipality was undertaken in the 

latter half of this project in order to compensate for the problematic 

use of Phoenix, Arizona, and Corpus Christi, Texas, as comparison cities 

in Chapter Three. Since the investigation of Cincinnati began l ate, it 

is included here separately. The i nformation in this chapter was 

gathered in much the same manner as that in Chapter Three: Project 

participants obtained general information concerning the city, and 

interviewed residents using the schedule in Appendix B. Rather than 

visit the city, participants conducted telephone interviews with 

community members. 

4.1 Cincinnati 

Cincinnati, Ohio, is part of a tri-state metropolitan area . It is 

completely encircled by either the Ohio River or other established local 

governments. Founded in 1802, Cincinnati is built on seven hills. A 

major geographic division, the Mill Creek and its valley, runs north and 

south through the middle of the city. Cincinnati has a history of 

numerous annexations. However, a state law requiring that voters in 

areas targeted for annexation approve such a change in their status has 

prevented the city from acquiring new territory in recent years. Before 

1968 the city annexed areas in order to provide them with water and 

sewer services. The federal ~overnment later ruled that this practice 

could not continue since the city received federal funds for this 
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purpose. Cincinnati still provides unannexed territories with water and 

sewer services, but at twice the intracity rate. Both the city's early 

annexation of small villages and its natural topography have contributed 

to its citizens' strong identification with their neighborhoods. 

Neighborhood organizations, some of which were established over 50 years 

ago, continue to be quite active in Cincinatti. 

The city of Cincinnati has a population of 385,457, according to 

the 1980 Census. Whites in Cincinnati comprise 65.2 percent of the 

population, blacks 33.8 percent, and persons of Spanish origin .84 

percent. In the Cincinnati Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area 

(SMSA) 83 percent of the population is white, 15.3 percent is black, and 

.58 percent is of Spanish origin. These figures illustrate the tendency 

of blacks in the Cincinnati area, like blacks in most U.S. cities, to 

reside inside the city's corporate limits rather than in the suburbs. 

Per capita income for the Ohio portion of the Cincinnati SMSA for 

whites (in 1979 dollars) is $8,214, for blacks it is $4,932, and for 

persons of Spanish origin it is $5,949. Median family income (in 1979 

dollars) is $22,849 for whites, $13,410 for blacks, and $20,370 for 

families of Spanish origin. Average per capita income for the Ohio 

portion of the Cincinnati SMSA (in 1979 dollars) is $7,706, and the 

median family income for the area is $21,742. These figures compare to 

a statewide per capita income of $7,286 and a median family income of 

$20,910. 

Cincinnati has a three-party system of local politics. 

to the Democrats and Republicans, a reform party formed in 

the Charterites are the third group involved 

In addition 

the 1920s 

in municipal 
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elections. Although Cincinnati has a conservative 

nationally, a Democratic-Charterite coalition has controlled 

reputation 

the city 

council for some years. Councilmembers run at-large on party slates for 

two-year unstaggered terms. As mandated in the city charter, ballots 

for council elections do not list party affiliation. The mayor is 

chosen by the council. Since the Democrats and the Charterites usually 

form the majority on councils, they coalesce in choosing two mayors for 

the two-year term. For example, a Charterite will hold the position for 

one year and a Democrat will hold it for the remaining year. The 

allocated pay for a councilmember is $26,481 per year. Not all of the 

members accept th is total amount. This is considered their contribution 

to a financially strapped city. The mayor is paid $29,981 annually. 

4.1.1 Representativeness 

Two of the nine members of the current Cincinnati city council, 

elected in 1983, are black. Thus, the current council has one minority 

member less than is necessary to achieve representation in proportion to 

the 33 percent black population. Since 1976 nine of 81 council seats 

have been occupied by blacks. As t hese numbers indicate, black 

representation is not necessarily guaranteed by the city's at- large 

electoral system. There is, however, a "hand shake" agreement among the 

three political parties to include black candidates on their slates. 

For example, in 1983 the Republican Party supported a slate that 

included five blacks, one of whom won a seat on council. 

Prior to the late 1950s, Cincinnati used the Hare system of 
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proportional representation to elect city councilmembers. Proportional 

representation was abandoned in 1957 in favor of the current at- large 

system. The city also operated under a preferential voting system for 

about twelve years. Under this system a candidate is elected at- large, 

but must be nominated from a particular geographic district. 

Cincinnati is divided into 48 neighborhoods. Four members of the 

current council hail from one neighborhood. According to the current 

city manager, these four members reside in Hyde Park, an upper-income, 

liberal, white 

councilmembers 

neighborhood. 

live on the 

Eight of 

east side 

the nine current city 

of Cincinnati in two or three 

neighborhoods. This area is considered to be a mix of liberals and 

conservatives. One member is from the west side of the city, an area 

with a conservative reputation. 

4 . 1.2 Oecisionmak i ng 

The distribution of services and facilities throughout the city is 

based on a system whereby the 48 Community Councils complete a Community 

Work Program. These programs cover services from land use and zoning to 

special client services for the aged. Community Assistance Teams help 

neighborhoods submit their service requests to the appropriate 

department. Each department must reply to the neighborhoods within a 

certain time period regarding the status of these requests. All areas 

of the city do not receive the same types of facilities and services 

because they are not requested or needed. In some areas, housing is 

identified by the work program as a high priority. In other areas , more 
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police patrols are requested. Generally, no neighborhood receives all 

it requests, yet no area is denied services or overlooked by the city 

administration. 

The city council of Cincinnati operates on a committee system. All 

legislation that requires administrative action must be referred to a 

committee. This system is employed to ensure that all matters receive 

consideration before they come before the council for final action. The 

committee system also guarantees that any required public hearings take 

place before the councilmembers most responsible . There are six 

standing committees of the Cincinnati City Council: Finance and Labor, 

Human Resources, Intergovernmental Affairs, Law, Public Works and 

Traffic Safety, and Urban Development-Planning, Zoning, and Housing. 

The councilmembers elect each other to serve on these committees. 

Coalitions on the council form between the Democrats and 

Charterites. When interviewed, the city manager identified three other 

important 11 powerful 11 groups off the council: the 48 Community Councils; 

downtown business groups (not the chamber of commerce) consisting of 

retail, manufacturing, industry, and the five city banks; and special 

purpose coalitions like the NAACP, Friends of the Parks, and Apartment 

Owners. 

Most councilmembers identify their role as that of overseer to the 

entire city. They regard citizen contact as very valuable and emphasize 

the importance of the Community Councils. Councilmembers deal directly 

with citizens through these Community Councils and through budget and 

town meetings . 

electoral system. 

In general, most are satisfied with the city's current 

The few councilmembers who favor adopting a single-
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member-district system do so because they believe such a change would 

lower campaign costs. Most agree, however, that it is administratively 

easier for the political parties to run a citywide slate rather than 

nine or more district campaigns. 

4 .1.3 Citizen Participation 

In the past four city council elections, an average of 55 percent 

of Cincinatti's registered voters have cast ballots. Of the 201,747 

registered voters, 109,949 cast ballots in 1983, a 54.5 percent turnout 

rate. The council election for the previous year, 1981, had a 48 

percent participation rate; 94,623 of the 197,136 registered voters cast 

ballots. The rate for 1979 was slightly higher at 49.5 percent, with 

98,627 participants for 199,187 registered. The highest participation 

for the last four elections was in 1977 when 124,986 of 179,306 

registered voters cast ballots, a 69.7 percent participation rate. 

Many respondents view citizen activity in campaigns as very high, 

although most such action takes place through the Community Councils. 

Several residents note that the leaders of the Community Councils , those 

who are most active, often rema i n the same over time. Elections for 

Community Council officers take place annually under agreed- upon 

methods. Usually, the election process is informal and the people who 

have been vocal or visual continue in positions of community leadership. 
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Citizen Participation Organizations 

The 48 Community Councils provide another form of representation 

for the citizens of Cincinnati. They are invol ved directly in the 

Community Deve lopment Block Grant, the operating budget, and the capital 

budget processes. The neig hborhoods of Cincinnati are seen by a recent 

mayor as 11 perhaps the most dynamic force in city government." 

The 48 neighborhoods exist in large part because of geographic 

conditions that provide natural barriers. City councilmembers use the 

neighborhood councils to "sell" projects to their constituents and to 

keep i nformed of citizens' ideas and opinions. One former mayor said 

that the approach the city council has taken toward community 

organizations 11 is to integrate the competing interests into a force in 

city government that plays an integ ral ro l e in the development of public 

policy. " 

This role is facilitated by the Department of Housing and 

Neighborhood Conservation and its Community Assistance Teams. As noted, 

these teams work with the Community Councils to help strengthen them, to 

advise them of them in the proper procedures for making budget and grant 

requests, and to aid individuals in applying for memberships on city 

boards and commissions. The city also grants $8,000 per year to each 

Community Council in order to encourage the groups to function as 

advocates for their own needs and concerns. 

The Community Development Advisory Council is appointed by the city 

manager to advise him on how to spend community development funds. This 

council is the most important community involvement mechanism from the 
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standpoint of urban development. The city manager appoints members to 

this council from both neighborhood councils and the business community. 

The city manager ' s working breakfasts and the annual town meeting 

are also vehicles through which the city seeks citizen input . The 

working breakfast is held once every two months (and has been for about 

ten years) in order to strengthen the line of communication between city 

hall and the neighborhoods. It is a forum for identifying concerns and 

explaining governmental activities. 

The annual town meeting began in 1979 as a means to acquaint 

neighborhood organizations with the budget process. These meetings are 

designed to help neighborhoods make budget requests to the proper 

departments at the appropriate time and with a minimum of errors. The 

city council makes its budget decisions after the neighborhoods are 

fully informed about proposed changes and after they have submitted 

their requests. This minimizes the number of unexpected city council 

budget changes, thus preventing the council from having to further 

revise its approved budget when neighborhoods are taken by suprise. 

Any proposed changes in zoning, building codes, construction, or 

fe e payments are communicated to the affected neighborhoods before final 

decisions are made. This allows greater citizen participation in these 

processes and cuts down on the time and effort involved in changing 

objectionable plans. Although Cincinnati does not have a single- member

district system, the Community Councils allow for direct and effective 

communication from all geographic and racial divisions of the city. One 

city staff member asserted that Community Councils "kind of fill the 

void left by the at-large election system." 
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4.1. 4 Campaign Styles 

In 1983 the nine successful candidates for city council spent from 

$20,771.14 to $65,687.80 in campaign funds. A non- incumbent spent the 

largest amount; two non- incumbents were elected. Most respondents agree 

that the backing of a political party, inclusion on a slate, and $10,000 

are the minimal requirements for a successful campaign in the city. 

Virtuallly all view incumbency as the most important factor in municipal 

electoral success. Two ways to defeat an incumbent were offered: 1) run 

on a " single, romantic" issue ar.d 2) have name recognition (i .e., be a 

Taft or a Glenn). 

Several people (citizens and city staff) feel that local business 

interests control the agenda, if not always the outcomes , of the 

political process. However, one former mayor stated that "there is no 

power structure . no one seems powerful outside his or her 

particular area. There are movers within business, within politics, and 

within the media, but no one seems to cross over. 11 While several 

respondents disagreed with this statement, they did stress the 

importance of the business community and the central business district 

to the viability of Cincinnati. 

4 . 1.5 Current Status 

Cincinnati's at-large system has never been legally challenged, 

although a black state senator has threatened to sue the city several 

times. Because of t he relatively segregated housi ng in Cincinnati it 

would be 11 easy 11 to draw districts by race in the city , according to the 
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current city manager. However, there is presently little interest in 

such a proposal. According to some, one reason for this apparent 

satisfaction with the at- large system is the strength and activity of 

the community councils in each neighborhood. 

4.1.6 Conclusion 

Cincinnati's primary characteristic that may be of interest to 

Austin is its active system of citizen participation. The Community 

Councils in Cincinnati are used to aid both the city administration and 

the citizens. Such a communication and participation system is, as 

demonstrated in Cincinnati, a valuable complement to any electoral 

system. Although Austin does not have Cincinnati ' s long tradition of 

civic associations and neighborhood activity, it does have a framework 

of neighborhood and community organizations. It is possible for the 

Texas city to capitalize on these existing groups and to encourage new 

ones. Further, Austinites have repeatedly demonstrated their 

willingness to become involved in local affairs. Thus, Austin has the 

opportunity, through its neighborhood associations and interested 

citizens, to institute an effective and useful communications network. 

As can be seen from the Cincinnati experience, however, it is vital that 

the city administration encourage, use, and respect any communications 

network that may be established. If the city does not take advantage of 

citizen 1 s interest and does not cooperate with residents seeking to 

it will be impossible to establish an 

Austin should not simply adopt 

participate 

organized 

in local 

participation 

affairs, 

network. 



. 92 

Cincinnati ' s program, however, but should tailor a citizen participation 

system to its own needs. Expression of citizens ' views and ideas should 

be encouraged and channeled along lines within the administration where 

it could best be used. Relations with interested citizens would 

probably be eased considerably. 
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Chapter 5 

PROPORTIONAL REPRESENTATION 

The focus of recent efforts to ensure equitable representation in 

local government has been on electoral systems. Chapter Three assessed 

the effects of single-member, · mixed, and at-large systems on 

representation, decisionmaking, citizen participation and campaign 

styles. Another way of attempting to ensure equitable representation 

involves the casting and counting votes. One such alternative method, 

proportional representation (PR), is examined in this chapter. This 

chapter investigates proportional representation, both in theory and in 

practice, and discusses the method's mechanics and the arguments for and 

against it. In addition, this chapter presents a case study of one city 

that uses the PR system. Finally, it evaluates the potential for future 

use of the system. 

Proportional representation is an election method which enables 

residents to elect legislators in proportion to their voting strength. 

It is a complex system whereby voters rank t he ir choices for various 

candidates. Seats are thus filled by an at-large election using this 

preferential voting. 

The roots of PR can be traced to the 1793 French National 
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Convention when several schemes based on this principle were considered. 

Negative experiences with traditional systems of representation in 19th 

century Europe led to the development of the types of PR now in use. 

The form eventually adopted in many English-speaking countries is known 

as the Hare system. It was developed by Thomas Hare, an English 

barrister, who proposed its use in the parliamentary election in Britain 

in 1857. Another type of PR was devised by Victor Considerant, a French 

Socialist, in 1834. Known as the list system, this form of PR was 

adopted in many continental European countries. 

The single transferable vote is the basis of these plans; it 

ensures that no votes are wasted since first and subsequent choices are 

all considered. Candidates are nominated via party slates under the 

list system. Thus, voters cast their ballots primarily for a list and 

secondarily, if at all, for a particular candidate. Consequently, seats 

for multi - member districts are allotted to competing lists in proportion 

to votes received. Under the Hare system, candidates are nominated and 

voted on ind i vidually. The list system allows political parties to 

decide to whom votes will go if transferred; under the Hare system, the 

' voters themselves decide to whom their votes will go if transferred. 

Proportional representation as a means of casting and counting 

votes was popular in the U.S. between 1915 and 1940 and remains so in 

some European countries. In the U.S., only Cambridge, Massachusetts, 

uses PR for municipal elections. New York City's community school 

boards, and some universities, labor, and professional associations also 

employ PR. 



95 

5.1 The Mechanics of Proportional Representation 

In elections using proportional representation, voters are given 

ballots on which all candidates are listed. Preferences are marked by 

hand. Voters place a 11 111 on the ballot by the candidates that they 

favor most. A 11 211 is pl aced by the voters' second choice. This process 

continues for as many choices as the voter desires to make. Voters may 

opt to vote for all or some of the candidates. 

A winning candidate must receive an established quota of votes. 

Quotas are fixed by one of two methods, depending on whether a fixed or 

variable number of seats is available. If the number of seats is 

variable, the legislative body implementing the system extablishes a 

fixed numerical quota. For example, it may determine that all 

candidates who receive 50,000 votes will be considered winners, 

regardless of the number of contenders who meet this quota . If the 

number of seats is var iab le, the quota required depends on the number of 

voters who participate in the el ection. Such a quota is calculated 

using the formula: Q=(Y/N+l)+l, where Q is the required quota, Y is the 

total number of votes cast , and N is the number of seats available. 

The following methodology is used to count the votes: First , all 

ballots are counted for their first choices. Every candidate who 

receives a quota of first-choice votes is declared elected. If a 

candidate has more that the necessary number of votes, only the required 

quota is set aside as his or her constituency and the remaining votes 

are treated as 11 surplus. 11 

One of two systems is used to transfer these surplus 11 111 ballots. 
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The most common system is to automatically transfer them to the number · 

11 211 ballots. Another system employs a formula for distributing excess 

11 111 votes. Under this system, the ballots cast for a candidate 

receiving a surplus of 11 111 votes are examined to determine the 

distribution of number 11 211 votes. The surplus ballots are then 

allocated proportionately according to voters' second choices. For 

example , if candidate A receives 20,000 number 11 111 ballots but only 

needs 18,000 there is a surplus of 2,000 votes. If candidate B was tne 

number 11 211 choice on 9,000 of · candidate A11 s number 11 111 ballots , 

candidate B would receive half of A's surplus, or 1,000 votes. After 

the distribution of surplus votes, a new count is conducted and any 

candidate receiving a total of number 11 111 and transferred ballots equal 

to or above the quota is declared elected. The candidate ' s surplus 

ballots, if any, are then distributed to the remaining candidates 

according to the second and third choices indicated. 

When all surplus ballots have been transferred , leaving no 

candidate with a quota or greater number of votes, the candidate with 

the fewest total of number 11 111 and surplus votes is declared defeated. 

This candidate's ballots are then distributed to the remaining 

contenders according to the next choices marked. If the second choice 

has been elected or defeated, the ballots are distributed according to 

the third choice. A new count is then conducted. 

This process of declaring defeated candidate 

ballots continues until either the required number 

and transferring 

of contenders 

registers enough votes or, under the fixed system, until the number of 

open slots equals the number of viable candidates remaining. Votes are 
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sorted and counted by hand at a central counting place, often in the · 

presence of the candidates or their representatives. The final result 

is the election of the proper number of candidates, each with a quota or 

near-quota of the voters as his or her constituency. Thus, the maximum 

possible number of voters are represented by elected officials. 

5.2 Arguments for Proportional Representation 

Advocates of proportional representation often argue that the 

greatest strength of the system is that it allows both majority rule and 

minority representation. The ranking system, also known as preferential 

voting, ensures that the majority population will not be overrepresented 

and that the minority population will not be underrepresented. 

Proponents also argue that PR has another advantage: it does not require 

the drawing of district lines. Under PR, a city need not make special 

allowances for racial or geographic minorities because these groups, if 

sizeable, can be represented according to their strength in the 

electorate. Gerrymandering of districts is avoided and representation 

occurs as a 11 natural 11 phenomenon. 

Proponents also assert that PR enhances citizen participation. If 

voters believe their electoral system works, as they often do under PR, 

then they are more likely to continue to support that electoral process. 

Proportional representation facilitates voter participation because 

citizens believe their votes are effective. Further, argue advocates, 

since candidates compete for 

accountability is the essence 

the 

of 

support of the electorate, 

PR. This competition forces the 
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candidates to keep abreast of the issues of importance to all groups and 

encourages contenders to seek the involvement of all citizens. 

Proponents note that PR may be especially advantageous i n areas 

where the minority population is dispersed. Under a district system, 

minorities must be concentrated with i n a part i cular section of the 

mu nicipal i ty in order to select a candidate of their choice. Under the 

PR system, however, the group need not be concentrated in one area 

because representation will occur as a resul t of the size and voter 

turnout of the group. Finally, advocates argue that PR eleminates the· 

need for pr imaries and runoffs. Thus, candidates and the publ ic are 

spared the effort and expense of extra elections. 

5 .3 Arguments against Proportional Representation 

Opponents of PR primarily argue that the system is much too complex 

and costly. Tabulating pape r ballots by hand is time-consuming and 

complicated. Further, if proportional representation is used in a large 

municipality, the system may also be very expensive. Opponents also 

argue that the system is too complicated for the average voter to 

understand. The large number of invalid ballots which characterize many 

PR elections is proof of this, they assert. Voters must understand the 

counting process, opponents argue, even though they need only rank their 

choices in order to vote . 

Some oppose the PR system because they believe it places too much 

emphasis on minority representation and may gi ve minorities excessive 

voting power. This over emp has i s and overrepresentation may, in turn, 
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Similarly, opponents argue, PR may accord 

extremist factions undue power. In fact, there is some evidence that if 

there is substantial extremist sentiment in the community, candidates 

can make narrow appeals to these groups and are likely to achieve some 

electoral success. In addition, opponents argue, the PR system, by 

facilitating diverse slates, may encourage the election of divided and 

thus ineffective legislative bodies. 

Final ly, some specifically oppose the l ist system. Such a system, 

they argue, limits the independence of each voter. A citizen who may 

prefer to support only particular candidates is prevented from doing so 

under the list system. 

5.4 Cambridge, Massachusetts: A Case Study 

The City of Cambridge is highly industrialized. Located in the 

northeast section of Massachusetts adjacent to Boston, it encompasses 

only 6.25 square miles. The city's present population of 95,322 is 82.3 

percent white, 10.9 percent black, and 6.8 percent other racial 

minorities. As Table 5-1 illustrates, total population has been 

steadily decreasing for over thirty years. Cambridge has a council

manager form of government and a mayor elected by the nine 

councilmembers from among themselves. The city has used proportional 

representation to elect city councilmembers since 1941. 

Interviews with elected and appointed city officials and with 

leaders of community organizations form the basis for this review of 

Cambridge's experiences. Respondents were questioned about the effects 
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Table 5-1 

Cambridge Population Statistics, 1940-80 

Year Total Population White (%) Black (%) Other 

1980 95,322 78,460 (82.3) 10,418 (10.9) 6,444 

1970 100 , 361 91,408 (91. l ) 6,783 (6. 7) 2,170 

1960 107,716 100,929 (93.7) 5,661 ( 5. 3) 1,126 

1950 120 , 320 114 '645 ( 95 . 3) 5,280 (4.4) 395 

1940 110,879 105 , 855 (95 . 5) 4 , 858 (4 . 4) 166 

1930 113,643 103,046 (95 . l) 5,419 (4 . 8) 178 

1920 109,694 104 , 209 (95 . 0) 5,375 ( 4 . 9) 110 

Source: City of Cambridge, Massachusetts, Community Development 
Department . 
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of proportional representation on representativeness, decisionmaking, 

campaign styles, and citizen participation. Interviews followed the 

structured format presented in Appendix B. 

5.4.1 Representativeness 

Generally, Cambridge residents believe that PR accurately reflects 

all the elements within the community. Since the elections are held on 

an at- large basis, candidates are rarely tied to a single geographic 

area. Most agree that no sizeable minority in the city is totally 

deprived of a voice; racial groups, neighborhoods, women, students, 

professionals, renters, conservatives, and liberals all enjoy 

representation. Most respondents also feel that proportional 

representation forces city councilmembers to be accountable to 

constituents. All of these perceptions are consistent with the 

arguments of PR proponents. 

5.4.2 Decisionrnaking 

The consensus among those interviewed is that, under PR, 

decisionmaking takes longer and compromises are rarer. As one 

respondent commented, "PR may be good for representation, but I am not 

quite sure if it is good for governing." This perception confirms the 

assertions of the system's opponents: in Cambridge, it appears that 

diversity and competition among candidates inhibits cooperation. 
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5.4.3 Citizen Participation 

Table 5-2 indicates that voter registration and participation are 

especially high in Cambridge. Most respondents attribute this high 

voter turnout to the fact that constituents feel that their votes count. 

These views validate proponents ' claims that PR facilitates involvement. 

Citizen participation at the grassroots leve l is also relatively high, 

according to respondents. Some of those interviewed feel that this is a 

result of the city's focus on specific issues and problems, particularly 

development and housing. (This focus on issues as characteristic of 

elections using PR is often cited by proponents.) Neighborhood 

organizations are especially active. Many note that this high 

participation rate reflects citizens ' feelings of closeness to city 

officials elected under the PR system. One respondent indicated , 

however, that citizen participation is also greatly influenced by 

external factors or issues such as nuclear disarmament. 

5.4.4 Campaign Styles 

In Cambridge, proportional representation has facilitated slating. 

In the last three elections, all winning candidates were on either the 

Cambridge Civic Association (CCA) or independent party slates. In each 

of these elections, four councilmember s were elected from the CCA and 

four from the independents ' slates. Other candidates and/or parties 

have been effectively excluded in the city. 

Cambridge does not have a daily newspaper or television station 

designated especially for the city. Candidates must use Boston media 



Table 5-2 

Cambridge Campaign Expenditures, 1979-83 

1983 

Range of all expenditures 
Range of expenditures by winners 
Average spent by winners 

1981 

Range of all e xpend i tures 
Range of expenditures by winners 
Average spent by winners 

1979 

Range of all expenditures 
Range of expenditur es by winners 
Range spent by winners 

$600 to $27, 230 
$2,433 to $20 , 000 
$10 ,759 

$10 to $25 , 122 
$2 ,780 to $25 , 122 
$8 ,873 

$275 to $14 , 231 
$2 ,348 to $14 ,231 
$7, 218 

Source : City of Cambridge , Massachusetts, City Secretary. 
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markets which are almost prohibitively expensive. One respondent felt · 

that because of this, proportional representation should be more 

accurately called "perpetual representation. 11 Although this may not be 

an inherent quality of PR, some of the city's councilmembers have served 

on the council for over 20 years. As Table 5-3 indicates , campaign 

expenditures have been increasing in Cambridge. Generally, CCA 

candidates, who depend heavily on mailings, spend more. (See Table 5-4.) 

5.4 .5 Conclusion 

A look at proportional representation as employed in the election 

of Cambridge city councilmembers verifies many of the arguments both for 

and against the system. Some proponents• assertions are validated: 

nearly proportional representation is facilitated, accountability of 

elected officials is enhanced, citizens perceive that their voices are 

heard and thus participation is 

runoffs, or problems associated 

hand, the system ' s complexity is 

high, and there are no 

with reapportionment. 

reflected in the large 

primaries, 

On the other 

number of 

invalid ballots, and decisionmaking is hampered by competitiveness and 

diversity. On balance, PR, as employed in Cambridge, effectively meets 

the goals of representativeness and participation. 



Year 

1983 

1981 

1979 
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Table 5-3 

Cambridge Campaign Expenditures by Affiliation, 1979-83 

CCA Candidates Independent Candidates 

$53,043 

40,748 

42,093 

$43,796 

39,108 

22,869 

Source : City of Cambridge, Massachusetts, City Secretary. 

Note: Expenditures listed are the total amounts spent for winning 
candidates. 
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Table 5-4 

Cambr idge Voting Summary , 1941- 83 

Registered Total Ballots Turnout Invalid 
Year Voters Cast ( %) Ballots 

1983 45,616 30,053 65.9 1,072 
1981 47,973 25,569 53.3 539 
1979 44,952 26,908 59.9 538 
1977 48,796 23,593 48 . 4 377 
1975 45,292 27 , 969 61.8 582 
1973 47 , 516 26 , 241 55 . 2 481 
1971 44,623 30,401 68.l 756 
1969 42,570 25,613 60 . 2 637 
1967 4 1 ,243 31,382 76 . 1 870 
1965 45,996 31,830 69 . 2 827 
1963 44, 076 32 ,938 74.7 970 
1961 47, 977 33,239 69 . 3 832 
1959 48,630 34 ,287 70.5 915 
1957 52,244 35,364 67 . 7 973 
195 5 53 , 638 37 , 371 69 . 7 1,139 
1953 57 , 181 39 , 000 68 . 2 1 , 347 
1951 55 , 294 37,252 67 . 4 1,247 
1949 N/A 40,456 N/A 1,603 
1947 54,804 38 ,697 70 . 6 1,263 
1945 78,398 34 ,126 43.5 1,355 
1943 47,673 26,162 54 . 9 1,107 
1941 52,189 35 ,553 68 . l 685 

Source: Election Commission and Public Library , Cambridge, 
Massachusetts . 
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5.5 The Fut ur e of Pr oportional Representation 

While the City of Cambridge and the Community School Board of New 

York continue to use proportional representation for casting and 

counti ng votes, the New York City Council is the only major governmental 

entity now seriously considering adopting the system. Some speculate 

that i f New York City institutes the system, the legitimacy of PR will 

be established and other cities may follow. In addition, the 

development and use of computerized ballots could facilitate the 

adopt i on of this system by other governmental entities. Voting and 

counting would then be faster, more efficient, and simpler. 

Another factor that may cause local governments to take a closer 

look at proportional representation is the system's ability to meet the 

requirements of the Voting Rights Act. Courts have held that electoral 

plans such as PR may be legally acceptable and socially preferable to 

the often-used remedy of instituting a single- member-district system. 

One advantage of PR is that it allows minority groups which have been 

effecti vely excluded to elect candidates of their choice. For some 

minor i ty groups, especially those which are dispersed throughout a city, 

single-member-district systems do not provide this choice. Dispersion 

is part icularly common among the Mexican-American population in the 

Southwest and the Asian population in the West. Through the use of PR, 

minori ty representation for these groups may r esult since , under t he 

system, voters can rank candidates according to their preferences 

citywide. With a PR system, unlike a district system , it is not 

necessary for affected minorities to reside in a specific geographic 
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region in order to achieve representation. However, PR may not 

necessarily be an ideal solution for these groups. A PR system may be 

proven discriminatory if it requires a quota that is larger than the 

racial minority group's voting strength. In summary, although the PR 

system is complex and rarely employed, it may become a viable option 

when computerized ballots are employed. In particular, it may be a 

suitable alternative to district systems in communities where minority 

populations are dispersed. 
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Chapter 6 

DISTRICTING AND THE DISTRICTING PROCESS 

The ·decision to institute di stricting is only the first step in the 

process of altering a local electoral system; the next is the 

establishme nt of district lines. It is through the drawing of· 

boundaries that the goal of districting, to ensure effective 

representation, is realized. A districting plan must be aimed at 

complyi ng with two major legal principles: the constitutional objective 

stipulating "one man, one vote, 11 and the requirement to guarantee racial 

and language minorities equal access to the electoral process. These 

principles are based both on the Constitution and on the Voting Rights 

Act of 1965. Certa in specific criteria and standards are employed to 

ensure that these general goals are met. Some of these standards are 

based in law, others are simply generally accepted practices. The 

Department of Justice, in considering district plans under the Voting 

Rights Act, examines the extent to which localities meet t hese types of 

criteria. 

This discussion implies that there are objective formulas for 

districting. This is not the case; districting is neither objective nor 

neutral. In many instances, meeting the general goals of districting 
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requires well-recognized tradeoffs between criteria. Further, the 

drawing of boundaries is essentially a political process since the way 

lines are determined will inevitably affect electoral outcomes. Thus, 

the procedure by which districts are delineated is itself of importance 

in meeting the goals of representation. 

This chapter outlines the criteria employed in districting and 

highlights some legal requirements and precedents, including those of 

the Justice Department. In addition, it discusses the importance of the 

process of adopting district plans : Finally, in light of the goals and 

criteria, it assesses the major considerations for Austin and examines 

some of the city ' s alternatives. 

6.1 Standards and Criteria 

The major goal of standards and criteria is to provide groups and 

individuals with adequate representation. Individuals' interests, the 

"one man, one vote" requirement, may be maintained by guaranteeing that 

district populations are equal. For districting purposes, the two 

categories generally considered are racial and language minorities, as 

stipulated in the Voting Rights Act, and geographic and demographic 

interests. Thus, assurance of racial and minority representation and 

maintenance of geographic integrity are also included in the established 

criteria for mapping boundaries. 
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6.1.1 Population Equa l ity 

The requirement that districts be equally populous is a vital one, 

as it ensures that no individual vote will have greater weight than any 

other. Implementing the requirement, however, presents a number of 

problems . First, it calls for determining the appropriate population 

base. The standard for this is established in Reynolds v. Simms (1964) 

in which the Supreme Court asserted that 11 the overriding objective must 

be substantial equality so that the vote of any citizen is approximately 

equal in weight to that of any other citizen . 11 Based on this, political 

jurisdictions have alternately used the number of registered voters, 

eligible voters, or citizens, or the total population to determine the 

ideal size of districts. However, the Justice Department has 

established that the number of registered voters is an unacceptable 

measure of population for these purposes. 12 

Many argue that total population is the most legally appropriate 

apportionment base. Any other measure, they assert, may reduce minority 

representation by excluding minors, aliens, and aliens' naturalized 

offspring. The use of citizens or eligible voters as a base ·is 

sanctioned by the decision in Gaffney v . Cummings (1973) in which the 

Court declared: "total population even if stable and accurately counted 

-- may not actua l ly reflect that body of voters whose votes must be 

counted and weighted for the purposes of reapportionment, because 

12 Letter, Uvalde County, cited in 
Districting in the 1980s (New York: 
39. 

Howard Neighbor, City Council 
National Municipal League, 1980), 
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'census persons' are not voters. 11 The Court further stated, however, 

that "if it can be shown that the apportionment base has the effect of 

diluting the vote of a racial or language mi nority, that base could be 

challenged under the Fourteenth Amendment . 11 Thus, the test for the 

appropriate population base is the extent to which it may dilute 

minority voting rights. Regardless of which population base districters 

choose, they may face measurement problems. For example, census data 

may inaccurately measure minority populat ions. In rapidly growing 

cities, population counts may become qu ic kly outdated. District plans 

based on t hese problematic measures may result in unequal representaton. 

It is virtually impossible to establish districts with exactly 

equal populations. Thus, another cons ideratio n is the allowable 

variation from the goal. Although this deviation from the equal 

popul at ion figure is measured in a number of ways, the courts have 

usually examined the overall popu lati on variance, or the sum of the 

percentages by which the most populated and least populated districts 

differ from the ideal. 13 Based upon the decision in White v. Register 

(1973), a 10 percent deviation is generally considered acceptable. 

Again, however, the decision in White imp l ies that the deviation itself 

is l ess important than the effect on minority voting strength. This is 

confirmed in Mahan v. Howe l l (1973) in which the Court accepted a 16.4 

percent deviation because it was necessary to maintain the integri ty of 

existing political sudivisions . Thus, districters must have a 

13 Andrea Wollock, ed., Rea pporti onment: Law and Techno logy (Denver: 
National Conference of State Leg~ s l atures, 1980), 7 
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1 egit imate reason 

under 10 percent, 

discrimination is 

to plan a maximum deviation of 10 percent or more; 

they must stil l be cer t ain that unavoidable 

not perpetrated. 

one- vote rule appears to be that all 

The meaning of the one- person, 

district inequalities , avoidable 

through rea sonable means, are unconstitutional . 14 

6. 1.2 Racial and Language-Mi nority Representation 

The requirement fo r racial and language minority represen tat ion 

limits the virtually infinite number of equally populous districts that 

may be drawn. In genera l, district plans mus t assure that the votes of 

minorit i es are not diluted. The so- called dilution rule, established by 

which would 

The key to the 

the courts, prohibits any practi ce, procedure, or device 

limit the real political strength of minority groups. 

dilution rule . is that minority groups are to be assured 

opportunity to 

v. Chavis (1971), 

of the 

elect the representatives of their cho ice. In Whitcomb 

for example, the Supreme Court established that 

" invidious discrimination" occurs when some r esi dents have " less 

opportun ity than ... other res idents to parti cipate in t he poli ti cal 

processes and to elect legislators of their choice." While much l egal 

debate has su rrounded the question of intents versus effects of variou s 

electoral plans, the Voting Rights Act is spec ifi call y concerned with 

effect s. In Perkin s v . Matthews, the Court affirmed that for tho se 

areas under the jurisdict ion of Section 5 of the Voting Rig hts Act, 

14Howard Neighbor, City Council Districting, 32 . 
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evidence of discriminatory 11 effect 11 is sufficient reason to invalidate 

an elect oral system plan. 

Thus, for those localities covered by the Act, any districting 

system must faci l itate the representation of minorities, generally in 

proportion to their percentage of the popu l ation . The Court has 

asserted that this does not require the assurance of 11 safe 11 districts 

for minorities . 15 Further, both the courts and the Justice Department 

have accepted plans that improve minority representation, whether or not 

they guarantee representation in proportion to the popu l ation. If the· 

predistricting system is not cons idered discriminatory, plans that 

maintain the status quo are general ly acceptable. The determination of 

past discrimination is, thus, important i n the Just ice Department's 

approval process. Often, the Department rev iews past voting patterns as 

part of its procedures. 16 

There has been some disagreement as to how to ensure the required 

minority strength. The courts, however, have generally allowed the use 

of affirmative techniques to improve representation for minorities. In 

the 1977 decision in United Jewish Organizatons of Williamsburg, Inc. 

v. Carey, the Supreme Court held that the deliberate creation of 

mi nority districts, "affirmat ive ge r rymanderi ng, 11 as a remedy for past 

discrimination, is within the meaning of the Voting Rights Act, the 

authority of the Justice Department, and the Fourteenth and Fifteenth 

15Whitcomb v. Chavis and Beer v. United States. 

16 28 CFR Part 51 . 
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amendments. 17 

Further, given the mandate to guarantee the opportunity to elect 

chosen representatives, many have asserted that minority districts 

should be constructed not only with simple majorities but with 

"operational majorities, " in order to compensate for low per capita 

voting of many minority groups. The Court, in United Jewish 

Organizations, for example, set a 65 percent population majority as one 

precedent. Others have suggested that districts be established wherein 

minorities constitue 55 percent of the registrants. In addition, some · 

recommend employing a formula based both on a 55 percent majority and 

the general voting patterns of the minority population. 18 Thus, the 

criteria for minority representation, although vital, is somewhat vague. 

As is the case with determining district populaton size , the 

quantitative measures may be less important than the demonstration that 

minority votes are not di luted. 

6 . 1.3 Geographi c Integrity 

The principle of maintaining geographic integrity is based on the 

idea that districts should encompass centers of interest, many of which 

revolve around geographic elements. Similarly, district boundaries 

should recognize barriers that may divide these centers of interest. 

17David We 11 s, "Affirmative Gerrymandering Compounds Districting 
Problems," Nat iona l Civic Review, 67(1), January 1978, 14 

18 Howard Neighbor, City Counci l Districting, 35-36. 
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The three basic criteria are contiguity, compactness, and convenience. 

Contiguity generally requires that districts be undivided. Some 

maintain that the criteria for contiguity are that any part of a 

district must join the other sections at two or more corners, that any 

part of a district must be linked to other sections by a major 

thoroughfare, and that spacially isolated communities must be joined to 

a district by the closest available transportation. 19 Noncontiguous 

districts are ·subject to legal challenge. Contiguity may, in fact, be a 

constitutional standard as implied in White v. Weiser (1973). 

The principle of compactness is based on the idea that parks, 

schools, and shopping areas define communities of interest that should 

be considered and represented. The judiciary has been less clear on the 

issue of compactness than on contiguity. In Gaffney, the Supreme Court 

implied that it may be a constitutional requirement. Generally, 

however, the courts recognize that geography may not be the most 

important determinant of interest groups and may, in fact, serve to 

divide communities. 

Convenience is an even broader requirement, designed to facilitate 

political participation and representation. It recognizes the extent to 

which physical features both facilitate and prevent unity of interests. 

Further, it accounts for the fact that some geographic factors, like 

lakes or highways, may sometimes divide and sometimes unite various 

communities. While no legal precedent specifically requries conven ient 

19 Neighbor, 32-33. 
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districts, it is clear that such considerations facilitate effective 

representation. 20 

The requirements for geographic integrity further demonstrate the 

trade-offs often involved in districting. Compactness, convenience, and 

contiguity, though important, may often be mutually exclusive; in some 

cases, they may be reasonably sacrificed for other legitimate goals. 

·The Justice Department has recognized this also. For example, the 

Department accepted one ·Texas county district divided by 10 miles of 

mountainous area. This extremely noncontiguous district was justified · 

by local officials as necessary to prevent minority-vote dilution. 21 

6.2 The Process of Districting 

Districting is essentially a political process. The outcome of 

elections will, in part, be determined by the way in which boundaries 

are drawn. As the discussion of standards and criteria demonstrates, 

districting requires choosing the relative weighting of various goals. 

Further, it necessitates evaluati ng the strength, character, and 

location of interest groups within the municipality. The decision ·to 

draw specific lines thus may institutionalize some groups; it may 

simultaneously discount and, perhaps, dissolve others. 

For these reasons, not only the outcome but the 

determining boundary lines is important. Since the goal of 

20 Howard Neighbor, City Council Districting, 33-34. 

21 Neighbor, 41. 

process of 

districting 
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is to ensure a representative body, accessible to all interests, the 

process of establi shing districts should aim for these same objectives. 

The drawing of boundaries should be accomplished in the public arena and 

should allow all affected groups full information and meaningful 

participation. The importance of this is reflected in the fact that the 

Justice Department often reviews the methods and procedures localities 

use for adopting and drawing boundaries. Under the Department ' s 

regulations, areas under the jurisdiction of the Voting Rights Act are 

encouraged to submit public notices, newspaper articles, and speeches 

regarding the change, as well as evidence of minority and public input 

to the districting process. 22 

6.3 Considerations for Districters 

Although there are general criteria to be considered in planning 

for districts, there are no clear standards for the weighting of all of 

these object ives. It appears, however , that the equal popul ation and 

minority representation requirements are of primary importance; for 

localities whose pl ans must be approved by the Justice Department, 

minority representation is of special considerat ion. Districters must 

also consider other legal and generally accepted criteria. For example, 

they must account for other commun i ties of interest, including those 

defined by geography or demography. Districters must be also be aware 

of all of the characteristics of the area. This may require, for 

22 28 CFR Part 51 
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example, assessing quantitative measures such as income data, or 

evaluating the extent and location of community or neighborhood groups. 

It is likely that such an evaluation will require discussions with 

various individual citizens and organized groups. Thus, districters 

must ensure that the process of drawing boundaries is open and 

inclusive. 

The flexibility of objective criteria may impose one additional 

requirement o·n districters: rationality and consistency. As indicated, 

boundaries may violate many of the established criteria. When they do, 

however, it is important that there be a rational and legitimate reason 

for the resulting district lines. In addition, where plans establish 

the priority of one standard over another in one area, it may be 

important that the decision apply to all districts. Rational and 

consistent plans aid 

under the jurisdiction 

facilitate approval. 

in guaranteeing 

of the Voting 

6 .4 Considerations for Austin 

fairness; for those localities 

Rights Act, they may also 

Many different criteria may be used to identify communities of 

interest in Austin. These criteria are important factors that should be 

taken into account in any attempt to delineate council voting districts 

for the city. This section suggests and examines six broad categories of 

criteria that seem appropriate starting points for identifying 

communities of interest and thus council districts. These categories 

are: 1) the distribution of ethnic population in the city, 2) the 
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location of ci ty parks, 3) the location of schools, 4) the location of 

housing projects, and 5) the boundaries of neighborhood organizations, 

and 6) the patterns of community and citywide newspaper patterns. While 

some of these criteria are certainly more important than others, it is 

nevertheless useful to examine all possible factors to ensure a complete 

appraisal of the situation. 

Althoug h a mixed system may be a viable alternative for Austin, the 

discussion in this section primarily applies to a si ngle- member -district 

plan. This orientation is not meant JS a recommendation , rather it is· 

used as a means to simplify and thereby highlight certain 

consi de rations. While a mixed pl an would introduce some f urther 

complicat io ns , the information provided here would continue to apply. 

No attempt i s made in t his section to actua l ly draw district lines. As 

noted, this process should be undertaken by representatives of all 

segments of the Austin community. In addition, should the city opt for 

a district pl an, it is likely that boundaries will be determined on the 

basis of updated popu l ation and preci nct figures as yet unavailable to 

project participants . Instead, this section is mea nt to serve as 

background information and suggestions for those involved in the 

districting process. It identifies areas of the city which have similar 

concerns and which could be effectively represented by one city 

council member. 
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6.4.1 Population 

Two basic considerations in districting are the city's total 

population and the number of districts to be drawn. Population is 

variable and uncontrollable. This analyis is based on a total 

population figure of 345,496 for Austin. The number of districts, on 

the other hand, is defined by a political process. In order to allow 

for a variety of future political decisions, this analysis examines the 

effects of several districting schemes by suggesting plans containing 

five, six, seven, eight, nine, and ten single-member districts. Table 

6-1 shows the "target" populations, or the district population figures 

if each district includes exactly equal numbers of residents under each 

plan. These are the optimal populations in each district based on 1980 

census data. Using this data, it is possible to explore the 

implications of each scheme for racial minorities. 

Implications for Mexican-Americans 

Al~hough 18 .7 percent of Austin's popu lation is Mexican-American, 

members of this minority group are scattered throughout the city. (See 

Figure 6-1.) Only six voting precincts have a Mexican-American 

majority. The median precinct concentration for Mexican-Americans in 

Austin is 12 percent. It is likely that any sizable precinct with a 

Mexican-American majority would have to span both the Colorado River and 

Interregional Highway 35 (IH-35). Those precincts with Mexican-American 

majorities are numbered 423, 424, 426, 438, and 439 as shown in Figure 
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Table 6- 1 

Target Populations for Alternative District Schemes in Austin 

Number of Districts Target Population 

5 69,099 

6 57,583 

7 49, 357 

8 43,187 

9 38,388 

10 34,550 
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6-2. Five of these precincts are contiguous. The four precincts 

located north of the Colorado River, with a total population of 16,733, 

could constitute a Mexican-American district. If the precinct south of 

the Colorado (precinct 423) was added, the district population would 

rise to 24,140, and its Mexican-American percentage would become 74.5 

percent. Another possible Mexican-American district could encompass a 

group of precincts south of the river and west of IH-35. A contiguous 

area consisting of precincts 438, 439, 426, and 427 north of the river, 

and 427, 437, 421, 420, and 423 south of the Colorado would produce a 

district made up of 38,804 people, 60.4 percent of whom are Mexican

American. If precinct 442 was also included, the district would contain 

43,068 residents and would be 59.4 percent Mexican-American. If a 

larger district were needed, it would be necessary to include precincts 

to the south along South Congress Avenue. A 55.3 percent Mexican

American district with a population of 50,272 people would be formed if 

precincts 446 and 499 were added to the above districts. 

Implications for Blacks 

Blacks comprise 12.1 percent of Austin's population. They are 

heavily concentrated north of the Colorado River and east of IH- 35. (See 

Figure 6-3.) All precincts that are at least 20 percent black are in 

this geographic area. The nine precincts, 121 through 126, 128, 129, 

and 132, are the ones in the city which have a black majority. (See 

Figure 6-2.) These precincts form a contiguous area with a combined 

population of 33,736 and a black concentration of 70.7 percent. They 

would most likely f0rm the basis for a black-controlled city council 
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district. The next highest concentration of blacks is in precinct 138, 

which is not adjacent to the black majority precincts. In order to 

connect 138 with the contiguous area, either precinct 130 or precincts 

134 and 141 would have to be included in the district. If 130 was 

added, a 63 percent black district with 40,451 people would be created. 

Alternatively, if precincts 134 and 141 were added to the black majority 

precincts, the resulting district would contain 42,999 people and have a 

black concentration of 61.3 percent. 

Fewer, and thus l arger, districts would necessarily low~r the · 

concentration of blacks in each. It would be possible to form a 54.7 

percent black district with 51,329 residents by combining precincts 121 

through 126, 128, 129, 131 through 134, 138, and 141. Thus, any scheme 

with fewer than seven districts would not allow for a black-majority 

district. 23 

6.4.2 Nonracial Demographic Communities of Interest 

Census tract demographic Figures 6-4 through 6-6 show two nonracial 

communities of interest. Census tracts 6.01, 6.02, 5, 3.02, 2.04, and 

4.01 form a contiguous area with a high population density, a low 

household income, and a low proportion of owner-occupied homes. This 

area, which includes the University of Texas and several hospitals and 

23 Note that although precincts 423 and 427 each have relatively high 
proportions of blacks (19 percent and 24 percent respectively), they 
each are more than 60 percent Mex i can-American, and thus would probably 
be needed to help form a majority Mexican-American district. 
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state institutions, also contains a large concentration of students. 

Austin's northwest area, bordered by Lake Austin and Loop 360, is at the 

opposite end of the demographic spectrum. The census tracts along these 

boundaries have low population densities, high household incomes, and 

high proportions of owner-occupied housing units. These tracts also 

outline a possible community of interest. 

Parks 

Parks and public recreation facilities sometimes serve 

geographic focal points in a city, and citizens often identify parks 

with nearby residents' ethnic and economic backgrounds. For these 

reasons, locations of parks and recreation faci l ities should sometimes 

be considered when creating election districts. As Figure 6-7 shows, 

there are seventeen metropolitan and district parks in Austin. Not all 

of these parks may be considered centers of interest for districting 

purposes, however. In some areas of the city, South and East Austin for 

example, parks serve as important social meeting areas. Parks in North 

Austin, however, may be less important in this respect. While some 

parks are not as important as others in terms of political boundaries, 

care should be taken not to divide a park between two or more electoral 

districts. 

School Zones 

Some consideration of school district zones may be helpful in 

drawing district lines since a school constitutes a -center of interest 

for a given area. In the past, cities have formed their school 
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districts by allowing children to attend the school closest to their 

homes . Judicial action has mandated that this practice be discontinued 

in favor of assigning students to specific schools throughout the city. 

While there are still large areas from which children attend a common 

high school, some parts of Austin, especially the eastern sections, are 

divided into small school zones. Because many children are bused to 

schools away from their homes, school zones should be only a secondary 

consideration ~n the districting process. Figure 6-8 indicates the 

location of high schools in the city. 

Austin Housing Projects 

Austin's Housing Authority operates nineteen housing complexes which 

include approximately 2,000 units for low-income persons. The number of 

apartments within each project ranges from 33 to 300, with most . 

containing about 100. Most complexes are spread over several city 

blocks . Housing projects are scattered throughout the city, but most 

are located in the east and southeast parts of town. Four are in far 

north Austin, while none are located in the northwest or west of North 

Loop 1 (Mopac Highway). 

These housing projects represent centers of interest. Their 

residents have special needs and concerns: all of their residents have 

low incomes, 56 percent are disabled, handicapped, and/or elderly, and 

many are minorities. According to 1981 data, the ethnic breakdown for 

the population served was 35 percent black, 33 percent white, and 32 

percent Mexican-American. Because the needs of housing project 

residents may be different from those of residents of surrounding areas, 
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districters should avoid dividing these communities into two or more 

council districts. In addition, where possible, attempts should be made 

to group several complexes in a common district. This will insure that 

residents will have the opportunity to participate in the electoral 

process. Figure 6-9 shows the location of public housing projects in 

Austin. 

Neighborhoods 

Neighborhood organizations have become prevalent in Austin in the 

last fifteen years. Although there were virtually no neighborhood 

groups in the city in 1970, there were over 100 by 1981. 24 By 1984 

Austin had no fewer than 180 officially recognized neighborhood 

organizations. As Figure 6-10 indicates, a large portion of Austin is 

made up of neighborhood organizations. These organizations also 

comprise a substantial portion of the city's voting population; in 1981, 

25 percent of Austin's registered voters or their families were members 

of neighborhood organizations. 25 By implication, neighborhood- group 

members are often very similar in economic and ethnic background. 

Therefore , neighborhoods are logical bases for delineating centers of 

interest and voting districts in Austin. There are two alternatives for 

incorporating neighborhood boundaries into city council districts. 

24Timothy Raymond Mahoney, Neighborhoods and Municipal Politics: A 
Case Study of Decentralized Power Systems; Austin, Texas, Professio-;;a;-
Report (Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public Affairs, The University of 
Texas at Austin, 1983), 81. 

25 Mahoney, 81. 
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Under one method, used in Washington, D.C. , districts are drawn so that 

they do not cut across neighborhoods. The other alternative was used in 

Atlanta, Georgia. There, districts were deliberately drawn so that 

neighborhoods would be divided between two or more council districts. 26 

Curiously enough, the rationale for both methods was to keep 

neighborhood organizations from becoming too politically oriented. 

While the objectives of districters in both cities were the same, the 

methods were completely opposite. 

Given the large number of neighborhoods in Austin, it is virtually 

impossible to draw council districts which do not cross neighborhood 

organization boundaries. It would be logical, however , to examine the 

various organizations and group them according to their similarities of 

interest. Those neighborhoods which are similar and geographically 

contiguou s shou ld be included in the same voting districts. In order to 

ensure that neighborhood interests are considered in the districting 

process, representatives of neighborhood organizations should be invited 

t o participate in all fora and commissions that might be organized to 

draw council districts. 

Newspaper Distribution Areas 

Some cities have used neighborhood or community newspaper 

distribution areas to help determine existing centers of interest. This 

techn ique may be of only limited value in Austin. Only two community 

2 'Howard D. Hallman, The Organization and Operation of Neighborhood 
Councils (New York: Praeger Press, 1977), 54. 
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newspapers, the Villager and Capital City Argus, are published in the · 

capital city. They target South Austin's Montopolis area as well as the 

east and northeast sections of the city. Austin's citywide newspaper, 

The Austin American-Statesman, publishes a weekly "neighborhood" section 

targeted to different geographic areas. However, this targeting 

technique is too broad to use as a base for identifying communities of 

interest: it simply splits the city into four parts, east, west, north, 

and south. ·Yet another .citywide newspaper, the Austin Shopping Guide, 

divides the city into sixteen areas · by zip codes. Figure 6-11 shows the 

Shopping Guide zones. 

Austin neighborhood newspaper distribution areas seem to target 

some minority groups, and thus could be used as evidence of where 

minorities reside. But the American-Statesman 11 neighborhood 11 zones are 

not useful since they are based less on reader interests than on 

geographic convenience. Of these distribution systems, the Austin 

Shopping Guide zones perhaps offer the best basis for districting. 

6.4.3 Su111nary 

Should Austin adopt a district plan, it would, like other cities, 

find it necessary to balance a number of objectives. For example, in 

order to meet the primary goal of minority representation, the city may 

be forced to violate the objectives of geographic integrity and 

contiguity. Similarly, in order to meet the goals of equally populous 

districts and rationality, the city may need to divide some established 

neighborhood organizations. However, since neighborhood groups 
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represent a vital and growing community of interest, every effort should · 

be made to ensure that districts do not crosscut their boundaries. 

Neighborhood and geographic interests are also indicated by 

socioeconomic data and by housing- project location. Districters should 

use this i nformat ion to group citizens with similar interests. Parks 

and school zones should also be of some concern to districters. In some 

areas in particular, parks may represent a community of interest. In 

a 11 areas, fines should be drawn so as to keep parks within one 

district. School zones may only be ·of secondary importance to Austin 

districters, given the extent of busing in the city. An attempt should 

be made, however, to group areas where children attend a common school. 

Newspaper distribution areas, used as a basis for districting in some 

municipalities, appear to be generally irrelevant in Austin. 
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Chapter 7 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Since the 1960s there has undoubtedly been a trend away from the 

structural reforms of the early 20th century and toward district 

representation. This trend is especially prevalent in the South and · 

among larger cities. In Texas, for example, Austin is now the largest 

city that retains an at-large electoral system. A number of cities 

smaller than Austin have also adopted either single-member-district or 

mixed systems. As noted in Chapter Two, these smaller cities may 

encounter some unique problems when faced with a challenge to their 

at-large system or with a change to districting. For example, unlike 

most larger municipalities, smaller cities generally must seek outside 

legal counsel which may be particularly costly. Court costs (both their 

own and, in cases in which they lose, the plaintiff's) may be especially 

burdensome for smaller municipalities. Further, districting itself may 

be particularly .difficult for small cities whose size and homogeneity 

complicate the drawing of boundaries. 



143 

7 .1 Districting and Minority Representation 

Much of the trend toward district representation is a result of 

increased concern with minority rights and representation. The Voting 

Rights Act of 1965 as amended and federal court decisions have molded 

these concerns into requirements. In addition, these federal actions 

have provided minority groups and their representatives with a further 

impetus to ch~llenge many at-large electoral systems, thus fueling the 

trend . The goal of electoral systems is to ensure that minorities , as 

well as other groups and individuals, are adequately represented; that 

they are able to elect the representatives of their choosing. This goal 

is not only the generally recognized purpose of government structures, 

it is now both legally required and increasing ly demanded. 

Representation, however, is a difficult concept to define or 

measure. In part this ambiguity is reflected in the judiciary's failure 

to unequivocably declare at- large systems unconstitutional. 

Representation may be viewed proportionally, as the percentage of 

minorities serving on government bodies compared with their proportion 

in the population. This measure provides an important evaluation of · a 

minority's ability to get elected. However, representation may also be 

viewed in other ways. This investigation has highlighted the importance 

of perceptions in evaluating representation. Minorities and other 

groups must feel that they are included and represented in local 

affairs. In virtually all cities studied where residents report general 

satisfaction with the current electoral system -- whether at-large, 

mixed, or single- member-district respondents from all groups feel 
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represented. Often, although the number of minorities e lected or 

appointed is important, it is less significant than the perception that 

all groups are included in decisionmaking. This inclusion may in part 

explain the success of the at-large system in Cincinnati: Although 

minorities are not regularly elected to office in that city, their 

interests and those of other groups are served by the formal 

neighborhood participation system. 

Generally, it is where minority or geographic groups do not feel 

represented and where they are able to transform this perception into · 

organization that pressure is applied to municipalities to alter their 

electoral system. Cities must conform to this pressure. Whether a 

decision is imposed by the courts or by the Justice Department, or a 

compromise is accepted by mutual agreement, municipalities must be 

willing to change. Complete resistance on the part of a city may lead 

to instability and further dissatisfaction with local government. 

Hesitation to institute an imposed or agreed-upon change may further 

divide a city in transition. Muni cipa lities may experience a smoother 

change if such an alteration is internally agreed upon and if officials 

and citizens are determined to see that the system works. 

In most cases examined in this report, the challenge has been to an 

at-large system and the resulting change has been to some form of 

districting. Where district representation has been adopted, both 

minority and geographic representation has increased. Some cities in 

particular report greater minority and geographic representation on 

boards and commission. In most cases, this increase in goverment ' s 

representativeness is confirmed quantitatively; in all cases it is 
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confi rmed by the views of a broad spectrum of the population. 

Respondents in all districted cities perceive that greater 

representation and reponsiveness accompanied the new system. This 

effect is slightly greater among single-member district cities than 

among mixed system municipalities , according to respondents. 

7.Z Districting, Mun icipa l Governance , and Local Citizen Activities 

Districting has effects other than on minority representation. As 

Chapter Three i n particular reported, decisionmaking, citizen 

participation, and campaign styles are also affected by a change to 

district representation. Decisionmaking in the districted cities 

involves, according to some, a sacrifice of effic iency for "democracy. " 

As a re sult of including more citizens, meetings and decisionmaking take 

longer. More i s demanded of councilmembers and they initiate more 

legislative and administrative actions . Although most respondents agree 

that parochial concerns become more prevalent, few believe that city-

wide issues are seriously neglected. In some cities, residents report 

that these broader concerns are better addres sed under a district 

system. In summary, the general effects of districting on 

decisionmaking are: 

- continued concern with citywide issues. 

increased concern with neighborhood and geographic issues. 

- greater workload for district councilmembers. 

- increased citizen contact with council and city 
administration. 
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- greater involvement of councilmembers in day-to-day city 
operations. 

- longer council meetings and decisionmaking processes. 

- greater contact between mayor, council, and city staff. 

Citizen participation, according to respondents, increases 

dramatically with a district system; only one city does not report this 

effect. Citizens under a district plan are more likely to participate 

in neighborho.od and, i'n some cases, issue groups. City officials in a 

number of districted municipa lities now initi ate citizen contact and 

facilitate resident's involvement. Some respondents attribute the 

greater citizen participation to the accountability and feeling of 

individual power that accompanied districting in their municipalities. 

Voter participation in all cities, however, appears to be unrelated to 

electoral structure. The effects of district systems on citizen 

participation may be summarized as: 

- indeterminant, with respect to voter turnout. 

- increased neighborhood-group activity. 

- greater tendency for officials to establish formal mechanisms 
for citizen invol vement. 

- increased issue-group activity. 

Campaign styles also change with the adoption of districting. 

However, in contrast to the generalizations regarding districting, such 

a system does not necessarily lower campaign costs. In many cases the 

overall costs of campaig ning do decline as the use of expensive media is 

abandoned. However, for individual candidates the cost per vote may 
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actually increase. Whether campaign costs decrease appears to depend in 

large part on specific races and media in each city. Districti ng, in 

the cities examined in this report, brings an increase in the use of 

grass- roots campaign techniques and in the number of small 

contributions. Business groups continue to provide the larger 

contributions, however, and they remain involved in campaigns citywide. 

Candidates represent a broader portion of the spectrum of interests, yet 

incumbency remains the most important determinant of election outcomes. 

In summary, districting results in: 

decreased campaign costs in many cases, yet some increased 
costs per vote. 

increased grass- roots campaign techniques. 

- broader, more diverse candidate s. 

- increased small contributions. 

- continued dominance of business or monied interests. 

- continued importance of incumbency. 

Should it adopt any form of district system, Austin can expect to 

experience many of the changes cited above. The city, however, may feel 

these effects to a lesser degree than most of the comparison cities. 

For example, given Austin's already active city council and its 

established neighborhood organizations, it is unlikely to experience the 

dramatic increase in involvement by these groups felt i n other cities. 

Similarly, given the high costs of campaigning in Austin, the city may 

not expect a drastic decline in this spending under a new, district 

system. 
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7.3 Mixed Versus Single-Member-District Plans 

Mixed systems offer improved minority and geographic representation 

over at-large systems, but less than single-member district plans in 

virtua lly all cases . However, a mixed system may be advantageous where 

minority populations are dispersed or where a minority group wields 

swing-vote power. 

The prim~ry argument presented by mixed system proponents is that a 

mixed system offers the best of both worlds: the responsiveness of 

single-member-district plans and the citywide perspective of at-large 

schemes. Minority and neighborhood groups do view the process of 

government as more open and accountable under mixed systems. However, 

since this study finds little evidence that citywide issues are ignored 

under single-member-district systems, the truth of this assertion is 

unsubstantiated. 

Proponents of mixed systems also argue that such plans offer some 

advantages over single-member-district systems regarding voter 

participation. Since each voter can vote for several candidates and 

since some of the campaigns are citywide and media dominated, voter 

interest may be sustained. This theory, too, remains unsubstantiated by 

this study. Campaign spending remains a problematic issue under mixed 

as well as under at-large and single-member-district systems. 

Opponents criticize mixed systems on the grounds that the at-large 

councilmembers take on the characteristics of legislators in a "House of 

Lords. 11 These critics see no reason for electing councilmembers 

at-large except to maintain an elite with in city government. This study 
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uncovered no such "House of Lords/House of Commons" syndrome in any of 

the mixed-system cities examined. However, in most mixed-system 

municipalities, the workload is unevenly divided between at-large and 

district councilmembers; district councilmembers receive a 

disproportionate share of citizen calls and requests. 

7.4 Alternatives to Districting 

Provision of equitable representation and adequate governance may 

be achieved through means other than districting. This report has 

investigated two of these alternatives: at- large systems and 

proportional representation, a counting method rather than an electoral 

structure . At-large systems, although generally viewed as exclusionary 

for minorities, are not necessarily so. In a number of cases , the 

courts and the Justice Department have accepted at-large systems, 

asserting that they do not dilute minority voting strength. In 

Cincinnati, the at-large system has remained legally unchallenged; 

citizens in that city report that they are satisfied with the structure . 

This satisfaction may be largely due to the formal Community Council 

system , which ensures that all neighborhood and minority groups may 

participate in local government. Given the lack of minority elected 

officials in Cincinnati, it is likely that without the Community Council 

system, residents would feel less invo lved and represented in the city. 

Proport ional representation, as experienced in Cambridge, appears 

to provide many of the advantages of districting without some of the 

disadvantages. Under the PR system, minorities are afforded 
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representation according to their strength in the electorate, yet there 

are no costly runoffs and none of the problems associated with 

apportionment. In particular, the PR system may be viable in 

municipalities where minority populations are dispersed. However, PR 

may be prohibitively complex, slow, and costly: the method of counting 

is complicated and must be done manually. 

7.5 Conclusion 

An electoral structure alone cannot guarantee either equitable 

representation or effective municipal government. Achieving these goals 

requires more than simply an administrative remedy: it requires the 

commitment and involvement of a broad spectrum of a city's population. 

However, an electoral system can serve as an important instrument for 

equitable municipal governance. A district system, as this report has 

indicated, is often an effective tool in this regard. It ensures 

geographic and minority representation structurally, thus abolishing any 

dependence on variable personalities or politics to guarantee this 

essential requirement. It both directly and indirectly includes and 

involves more citizens in local affairs. Further, a district system is 

generally straightforward and familiar to most citizens which eases some 

of the transition difficulties that may accompany alternatives like 

proportional representation . 

Like all tools, a district structure cannot operate alone. Rather, 

it requires the participation and cooperation of many. As this report 

has indicated, districting and the change to districting work best where 
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a variety of citizen interests are included. In addition, such a 

structure is most effective where officials are willing to adapt to 

change, to adopt a 

making the system work. 

long-term view, and thus to commit themselves to 

District ing may be most ineffective where it is 

viewed as an ultimate answer to the needs and desires of minorities or 

other citizens rather than a tool which, if used appropriately, may meet 

and satisfy these needs and desires. 

Districting is not t he only structural instrument available to aid 

in achievi ng the stated goals of local governance. Other systems, like · 

proportional representation and at- l arge structures, can also provide 

equitable representation. Again, however, these systems only work where 

they are accompanied by citizen participation and community cooperation. 

Thus, there is no c l ear structural answer to the question of 

adequate representation and effective governance. Electoral structure 

certainly affects these areas yet, in itself, cannot guarantee them. 

Each city must determine which system is best suited to its needs, 

recognizing that no one decision can solve all problems or address all 

issues. In order to determine the most appropriate electoral system, 

each city must consider its social and political culture, its geographjc 

and demographic characteristics, and its general and lega l goals. The 

process of choosing and implementing an e l ectoral system must itself 

meet the objectives of representation and participation. Without such a 

"democrat ic" method, the chosen system is also likely to be 

"undemocratic"; it may fail to meet both the goals of the city and the 

expectations of the citizens. 
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