CHAMBER SUPPORTS REDISTRICTING REFORMS

By: Catherine Gaughen, Executive Director

Redistricting reform is an issue that goes to the heart of our democratic system of government. Representative democracy depends on the voters freely choosing their elected officials. Instead, when officials choose their voters, our system of representation becomes corrupt and the spirit of democracy has become a farce.  

In California, as in many other states in the country, the task of redistricting rests solely in the hands of the state Legislature. Rather than re-drawing and adjusting district boundaries based solely on population growth and federal census criteria, this task has become a political tool – and often times a political sword - undertaken by the state Legislature. In short, incumbents of both political parties get together to protect themselves from real elections. One political party or another draws the district boundaries based on registered voters’ party affiliations, so that the politician will have many more voters of their political party than they would be entitled to if fair lines were drawn. This creates “Safe Democratic Districts” and “Safe Republican Districts” solely based on partisanship. 

These safe district seats are either uncontested or won by very large margins, and elections are often determined in primaries. Without competitive seats, primary elections determine who wins making run-off elections moot. As a result, the number of candidates who are highly partisan increases every election year. Politicians and candidates of the opposing political party are locked out and decisions are not made by the electorate, but by politicians manipulating the electorate. This has led to more legislative and budget gridlock in the state Legislature in past years, and a general feeling that boundaries have served politicians’ needs over the needs of the people of California.

The problems with unfair and partisan gerrymandering are not new, as this political game dates back to the early 1800’s. But today, with the advent of modern computers and intensifying partisanship, it is possible to create legislative districts where the results of an election will be known before any votes are actually cast or tabulated. This is just what is happening in California. And it threatens our democracy. 

The Cerritos Regional Chamber of Commerce supports reforms that will stop partisan redistricting and that will develop mechanisms to ensure fair results, so that elections - and not politicians - determine the shape of our legislature. 

California State Senator Alan Lowenthal has reintroduced legislation that will do just this. SCA 10 is an aggressive measure that will reform the existing redistricting system by implementing an independent commission.  In short, SCA 10 will create an eleven member ‘Independent Redistricting Commission’ to establish and adopt plans for Senate, Assembly, Congress, and Board of Equalization districts in the state of California according to federal census criteria. A Judicial Council will then designate a panel of 10 retired Appellate Court judges (5 Democrats and 5 Republicans) to establish a pool of 50 candidates for the appointment to the Independent Redistricting Commission - making every effort to ensure that the pool of candidates is reflective of the state’s diversity. Both political parties will then have equal access to select and reject from these 50 candidates, until the 11-member Commission is in place. SCA 10 also spells out numerous specific safeguards and requirements that ensure the commission and the process are non-partisan and fair. 

The Cerritos Regional Chamber of Commerce supports SCA 10 and applauds Senator Lowenthal for his leadership in reforming this broken and abused redistricting system. The legislation has passed the State Senate and is currently being heard in the Assembly. Our hope is that the California Legislature will eliminate unfair and partisan gerrymandering and restore true representative democracy by allowing the voters to freely choose their elected officials. 

For additional information on legislation affecting the business community, please attend the Chamber’s monthly Government Affairs Council meetings – held the first Wednesday of each month at 9:00 am at the Chamber office. Or contact the Chamber’s Executive Director, Catherine Gaughen, at 562/467-0800 or catherine@cerritos.org.

