Politician’s Promises
by

Eyes Right

Richmond, VA – Is there anything less reliable than a promise made to voters by a politician?   In this case, I should make that plural, politicians, because during the campaign for both the Virginia House of Delegates and the Senate, the entire slate of Democratic candidates pledged that, if elected, they would ensure that redistricting would be handed over to a non-partisan commission.
Members of the U.S. House of Representatives and state legislators are elected from geographical “districts.”  The lines to set boundaries for each district (they are not the same for state and national) are mandated to be re-drawn every 10 years following the national census and are stipulated to have “nearly equal” populations and must not discriminate on the basis of race or ethnicity.  As you can imagine, this guidance leads to all sorts of political shenanigans.  In most states (35) this process is conducted by the state legislature where whatever political party has the advantage controls the outcome.  Seven states currently have independent commissions which do the drawing of lines.  One state uses a “political commission” (not sure how this works).  The remaining seven states currently do not have sufficient population to have more than one member of the House of Representatives, so there is no need for congressional redistricting there.  The process for drawing lines for state legislators follows a similar pattern; in most states it is done by the legislature itself.  
Each state sets its own procedures for how this line-drawing is accomplished.  Because the number of U.S. Representatives is fixed at 435, as population changes occur, some states gain seats and others lose…..it is the ultimate zero-sum game.  Within states, even if there are no numerical changes in the number of seats, states must still re-draw lines to reflect population shifts within the state during the past 10 years.  This is where the major shenanigans (a.k.a., gerrymandering) begin.  Each political party in power within the state is obsessed with maximizing their electoral advantage.  Politicians attempt to create “safe” seats by stacking a district with voters who in past elections have been inclined to vote their party so that there is little probability that their candidate can lose.  The result has been ridiculously drawn districts which look like a writhing snake or a barbell.  Virginia has been the gold standard for this abuse, followed closely by Maryland and North Carolina.  It does not matter which party, Democrat or Republican, is in charge – both have been shameless in creating nonsensical looking districts where one side of the street is in one district and the other has entirely different representatives.  
This abuse has long been recognized and deplored by voters of both parties.  Last year, here in Virginia, Republicans and Democrats bowed to the overwhelming wishes of voters to set up an independent commission to do the redistricting. The Republican-controlled legislature, with Democrat support, passed legislation to enact a state constitutional amendment to turn the redistricting process over to an independent commission.  However, for the proposed amendment to be put before voters this fall for final approval, it must again be passed by the legislature this year in identical form.  And this is the problem.  The Virginia Democratic Party, which won both the House of Delegates and the Senate in the fall elections last year, is now not only wavering on their promises to establish the commission, but is openly opposing it.  The stated rationale for their opposition is based on concerns that racial equity in voting districts will not be achieved by this commission because in the event of a tie among the 16 bipartisan members the process would be handed over to “an expert” selected by the state Supreme Court, which currently is, according to Democrats, “dominated by conservative justices.”   

In reality, of course, now that the Democrats are in control, they logically have no incentive to give up gerrymandering.  Why take a chance on some outside group actually establishing districts where the voters might actually have a choice?  Their pious concerns about racial inequity is a thinly-veiled exercise to grab at least 10 years of unfettered power.   But wait, the Governor, Ralph Northam, a Democrat, now says that he will “help” to break the deadlock.  As if!  Although Northam has been on record strongly supporting redistricting reform long before he became governor, he is also in the process of attempting to rehabilitate his image following disclosure last year that he had been in a blackface skit many years ago in college.  Since that incident became public and threatened his political career, he has been on a continuous apology tour with the black community.  The odds of him (and several of the most liberal Democrats) standing up to opposition from some members of the black community is somewhere between zero and minus one….especially since the prospect of ten more years of Democrat control is so intoxicating.   If this ruse had not surfaced, it is doubtful that they could have concocted a more successful ploy to keep power.
What is certain is that if the legislature would approve the measure for voter approval in a referendum this fall, it would be overwhelmingly approved by the electorate.  If Northam crafts “a compromise” which in any way changes one word in the measure passed last year, the entire process has to begin again, and, guess what, the reform will have to wait another ten years….or longer.  
Those promises all these politicians made to us while campaigning for our votes?????   Forget about it.
I thought you might like to know.
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