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Chairman Stewart and members of the House Elections and Ethics Committee, I am here today to ask you to take action on a matter that has the potential to be one of the most meaningful votes you cast during your legislative career. I ask that this committee and the House change the partisan manner in which we draw legislative and congressional districts.  Specifically, I ask for your support of SJR 5; a resolution I introduced to reform the redistricting process in Ohio which includes ideas and input from many across the political spectrum.

HISTORY  

We have been operating under the present apportionment system for the past four decades. During that time the partisan application of the system evolved, and through the use of technology, partisan map drawing became a science. 

With this recognition, efforts were initiated in 2005 to reform the system. The Reform Ohio Now (RON) effort, which included a series of elections reforms, was placed before voters for their consideration. This effort did not enjoy bipartisan support and it failed. I was among the leaders who opposed this ballot measure largely because of its rigid mathematical formula that prized competitiveness of districts over the other virtues, like compactness, communities of interest and practical human judgment. However, we did not campaign against it by justifying the current redistricting system.  In fact, we said the current system was indefensible and vowed to work with the RON proponents to pass a redistricting reform plan.  

Upon the defeat of the Reform Ohio Now proposal, we brought together bipartisan and nonpartisan voices to develop a new plan. The result was the introduction of HJR 13 (DeWine). House Democrats also proposed a redistricting resolution of their own; HJR6 (Driehaus).  I held votes on both plans, but could not generate the necessary 3/5 majority needed to pass either plan. No Democrats would vote for the Republican plan, nor would the Democrats provide a single vote for their own plan (even though all House Democrats had originally co-sponsored the Resolution and the vast majority of Republicans supported it). 

That was then. Times change and so do political fortunes and the mood of the public.  It is time that we learn from the past and move forward in a bipartisan manner.

SJR5

The resolution was introduced on March 31, 2009 and received 4 hearings in committee.  The final resolution includes input from my Senate colleagues, the League of Women Voters, Ohio Citizen Action and other interested parties.

This resolution will end the partisan gerrymandering of legislative and congressional districts that allows the politicians to pick the voters rather than allowing the voters to pick their public officials. 

Our current method of redistricting is a winner takes all system that ranks Ohio as one of the most partisan states in the country. This system has led to partisan control of government and serves as an incentive to work in a partisan manner. 

Under this resolution, the redistricting commission will consist of seven members including the Governor, the Auditor and Secretary of State, the Speaker of the House, the legislative leader of the largest political party in the house of representatives which the speaker is not a member, President of the Senate and the legislative leader of the largest political party in the senate which the president is not a member.

To further require bipartisan input, the resolution implements an enhanced five vote supermajority for the adoption of any redistricting plan.  At least two of the required five votes must come from members of a political party other than the largest one represented on the commission.

The resolution also adds requirements for drawing congressional districts that are not in current law. 

Compared to the present system, there are several virtues in the plan worth specifically mentioning.

1. Every congressional and General Assembly district shall be compact and composed of contiguous territory.

2. Additionally under SJR 5, the redistricting commission shall make its best efforts to maximize the number of competitive districts. A competitive district is defined as a district where the average partisan index is not more than five percent apart.

3. To provide openness and transparency, a provision is included to allow any resident of Ohio to submit a congressional plan or a general assembly plan.

4. The resolution requires any plan adopted by the Ohio Redistricting Commission to comply with federal constitutional provisions and all applicable federal statutory provisions and specifically mentions those that protect minority voting rights (proposed Article XI, Section 6(A)).

5. The final notable provisions include the prohibition of redrawing congressional lines mid census, to prevent a situation similar to what occurred in Texas in 2003. The Ohio Constitution already prohibits mid-census changes to General Assembly districts but not congressional districts. Language is also included to make it clear that all meetings, as well as redistricting data, are open to the public.

What it does not do:

1. It does not substitute a mathematical formula for human judgment that could be unclear, controversial or left to the courts to decide or rewrite through interpretation.

2. It does not allow for either party to game the system and create partisan advantage.

3. It does not place the virtues of compactness and competitiveness in conflict with each other.

Ohio has used a hyper-partisan process of drawing districts for far too long. The time is now for Ohio to adopt this proposal to end the partisan gerrymandering that serves political parties over the public interest. 

Thank you for your attention and I hope you will support the passage of SJR 5.

