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May 5, 2009

Testimony on Senate Joint Resolution 5

By Catherine Turcer, 

Before the Ohio Senate State and Local Government and Veteran Affairs Committee 

My name is Catherine Turcer and I am the director of Ohio Citizen Action’s Money in Politics Project.  Founded in 1975, Ohio Citizen Action has 80,000 members and has long supported reforming the current system of redistricting.  The process for drawing legislative district boundaries in Ohio allows the party in control of reapportionment, Republicans or Democrats, to draw those lines in ways that protect its incumbent officeholders and advance its own interests.  Partisan redistricting in Ohio has negative consequences, including overrepresentation of the dominant party in the legislature, uncompetitive legislative elections, and greater polarization in state government. 
In Whatever’s Fair Vern Riffe summed up redistricting this way—

“It wasn’t fun drawing the districts and moving them through the courts, but it was all worth it when the results of the 1972 election were counted.  We won the majority in the House 58-41, an increase of 13 seats for the Democrats.  That’s the power of the pencil.”  
Voters don’t deserve to be manipulated and it’s time to end “winner-take-all” redistricting.  It is time to establish fair redistricting in Ohio.  House Joint Resolution 5 creates a bipartisan commission with representatives of both major political parties from both houses of the Ohio General Assembly and consensus appointees, or randomly selected commissioners.  A bipartisan commission would break Ohio’s cycle of one-party gerrymandering.  
 As you know, one of the most pointed criticisms of the status quo is that politicians choose their voters, rather than the voters choosing them. HJR 5 would be greatly strengthened if the proposal was amended to created more independence from the legislature.   The Commission itself might appear to be entirely beholden to sitting legislators.  Partisan gerrymander can also be manipulating districts to protect incumbents and HJR 5 may lead to bipartisan “sweetheart deals.”  I strongly urge this committee to consider provisions that establish distance from the legislature for the “consensus commissioners.”  This resolution could be amended to prohibit former state legislators, past and current lobbyists and political consultants from serving as “consensus commissioners.”  You could go even further and require that these commissioners be political Independents.  
Compactness is a worthy goal and it generally makes sense to preserve county lines.  However, these lines can also be arbitrary and actually break up communities.  HJR 5 could permit the commission to break up county lines if the plan follows the lines of a "census place," a city or the like, that crosses county lines. This would address the need for communities to be together, compactness and might provide a little more room for competitive districts. The resolution could let commissioners break county lines if they are able to clearly articulate (and support with public testimony) a defined community that required the break. 
I also encourage the Committee to consider the size of the Commission. The commission may simply be too small (7 people) to give a real shot at representing the diversity of the state. By increasing the number of members to 11 or 15, the commission would better accommodate regional and racial diversity.  
House Joint Resolution 5 substantially improves the transparency of the process by requiring public notice of the schedule, public comment on redistricting plans and public hearings. The public comment section could be strengthened if it clearly stated that the public should be given an opportunity to comment on specific plans under consideration, including any plans proposed or submitted by the Commission prior to the plan being selected.  This way the public can truly be active participants and not forced to speak in generalities.  I particularly like that the Commission is required to prepare a report about their decision-making process.  However, the report of the Commission explaining its rationale for selecting one plan over the others should accompany the selected plan, rather than being release later.   The preparation of a report identifying the benefit of proposals could actually help commissioners in their selection process. 
Change is clearly needed. The problems with the current system are well defined. House Joint Resolution 5 presents an opportunity to move forward.  I strongly urge this committee to take the time to discuss this proposal in depth and weigh and debate proposed reform options.   The time for redistricting reform is now. 

