Austin Neighborhoods Council 
Support of Geographic Representation on the Austin City Council

(Presented to Charter Revision Committee, January 5, 2012)

The function of any elected representative is to gauge the political will of the people, to mediate differences among constituencies to form fair and effective public policy, and to ensure that the bureaucracy carries out that policy. In city government, effective representation ranges from determining why a pothole hasn't been repaired to setting long-range priorities for citywide infrastructure improvements. Over the last ten years, as members of the Austin Neighborhoods Council (ANC) have participated in the city's neighborhood and comprehensive planning efforts, it has become clear that the roles of our City Council and city administration have been reversed. The task of gauging the political will of the people has fallen increasingly to city staff, and citizens find that they must negotiate the terms of public policy directly with staff. At the end of the process, city staff presents recommendations to City Council, and there is little opportunity for citizens to communicate directly with an elected representative.

Several years ago, ANC identified Austin's at-large election system as a significant factor in this disconnect. Because our at-large City Council members each represent the entire population (almost 800,000 people), none of them can provide effective constituent services. If truly representative and participatory, geographic election districts would ensure that district voters' interests are represented, and that each district has equal weight on the council. The cost savings of running district election campaigns (versus citywide campaigns) would foster more grassroots candidates and participants, which in turn makes the electoral process more competitive and increases voter turnout. Geographic districts are not a panacea for all that ails our city; however, they do promise a substantial improvement.

The ANC membership recently reviewed proposals for election systems with six, eight, and ten single-member districts, with and without at-large seats. In October they voted to recommend a system with 10 single-member districts and no at-large seats (other than the mayor). This vote reflects our belief that our city has grown in size and diversity to the point that the current system no longer can provide adequate and fair representation of all residents. The ANC-endorsed election model – 10 districts and a Mayor – would ensure that Austin today and tomorrow will be in compliance with the spirit and letter of the Voting Rights Act. A 10-0-1 plan combats voter apathy by providing citizens a better opportunity to engage with their elected officials.
Sample Maps


To demonstrate how such a system would comply with federal guidelines and with the districting criteria and guidelines in City Council resolutions 20110526-024 and -025, two 10-district sample maps are being submitted with summaries of the demographic data and precinct-by-precinct tables. 

Option A maximizes African-American voting strength in an election district serving Central East Austin and attempts to maximize the number of districts likely to be dominated by Hispanic voters (4 or 5, depending on your interpretation of the term "opportunity district"). 

Option B maximizes the voting strength of the growing population in Del Valle and southeast Austin (perhaps the most neglected community in city politics), taking care not to dilute it with south central voters, who have somewhat different interests. The demographic distribution in Option B is almost identical to that of Option A, except that the Hispanic population of northeast Austin is concentrated in District 9 rather than District 1. 

Although ANC long ago organized itself into 10 sectors, neither of these maps is based on the ANC sector map. That map places two of the top African-American voting precincts in a Central East sector, separate from four other top precincts in the Northeast sector. These neighborhoods are among the most active and effective organizations in ANC, but given the concentration of this minority community in so few precincts, the six voting precincts in Table 1 should probably be included together in a single City Council election district, regardless of the number of districts.

African-American Population Distribution

When ANC began to review the 2010 Census data and election district maps in the spring of 2011, a new organization (later to become AGR) suggested that a 10-district plan could contain a City Council election district with an African-American plurality, or close to one-third of the population. An analysis of the population distribution in Travis County Precinct 1, however, shows that the proportion cannot exceed about one-quarter (Table 2). About 62% of County Precinct 1's African-American population resides within Austin's city limits, and 33% of that population resides within 8 voting precincts in Central East Austin. Outside those 8 precincts, the concentration of African Americans is only 11%, which means that any district of 80,000 people (the ideal population under a 10-district plan) will dilute the African-American population to about 25%. In ANC Option A, the percentage in the Central East district is 26%; in Option B it is 24%.
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Table 1. Top Six African-American Voting Precincts

	VTD 
	Total Pop
	Hispanic
	White
	African American
	Asian
	All Other
	Total VAP
	Hispanic VAP
	White VAP
	Black VAP
	Asian VAP
	All Other VAP
	Registered Voters
	Spanish Surname 

	0151
	4,361
	1,475
	1,279
	1,495
	40
	72
	3,338
	975
	1,157
	1,128
	36
	42
	2,865
	393

	0132
	4,380
	1,646
	933
	1,671
	34
	96
	3,335
	1,048
	853
	1,344
	32
	58
	2,614
	385

	0124
	7,252
	3,081
	1,802
	2,130
	78
	161
	5,375
	1,887
	1,680
	1,629
	72
	107
	5,137
	1,069

	0122
	7,787
	4,582
	836
	2,226
	48
	100
	5,121
	2,635
	742
	1,643
	40
	63
	2,894
	470

	0121
	6,719
	3,611
	253
	2,757
	17
	84
	4,244
	2,063
	228
	1,900
	15
	41
	2,122
	391

	0126
	7,372
	2,613
	2,038
	2,476
	90
	155
	5,767
	1,681
	1,905
	1,975
	86
	120
	4,996
	745

	Total
	37,871
	17,008
	7,141
	12,755
	307
	668
	27,180
	10,289
	6,565
	9,619
	281
	431
	20,628
	3,453

	
	
	45%
	19%
	34%
	1%
	2%
	
	38%
	24%
	35%
	1%
	2%
	
	17%


Table 2. Travis County Precinct 1 Demographics

	District
	Total Population
	Hispanic
	White
	African American
	Hispanic VAP
	White VAP
	Black VAP

	County Precinct 1
	251,153
	43%
	31%
	51,405 (20.5%)
	38%
	36%
	20%

	In City*
	193,966
	46%
	29%
	32,112 (17%)
	40%
	35%
	17%

	8 Central East precincts
	  50,850
	 
	 
	16,947 (33%)
	 
	 
	 

	All other 

in-city precincts
	143,116
	
	
	15,165 (11%)
	
	
	


* 62% (32,112) of Precinct 1's African-American population is within the city limits
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