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Lawmakers look at fixing Massachusetts’ “representation without population” problem.

By Maureen Turner

begin the work of redrawing legislative district

lines again—indeed, the most recently redrawn
districts don’t even assume their new shapes until after
this November’s elections—but a number of groups are

_ already looking ahead to how to make the process as

equitable as possible. Late last month, the legislative
committee charged with overseeing redistricting held a
public hearing on the issue, seeking public testimony on
how to improve things the next go-around.

Among the issues raised: the question of where
prisoners are counted in the U.S. Census, data from
which is used to create legislative districts. Right now,
they’re counted at the places where they're incarcerated,
a practice that critics say results in a grave imbalance
of power. In Massachusetts, as in 47 other states (Ver-
mont and Maine are the exceptions), incarcerated felons
cannot vote. But they are counted as residents of the
districts where they're incarcerated—in essence, artifi-
cially inflating both those districts” populations and, by
extension, the voting power of those district residents
who are eligible to vote. (See “The Prison Town Advan-
tage,” Oct. 8. 2009, www.valleyadvocate.com.)

“The way the Census Bureau counts people in prison

It’s almost a decade until Statehouse leaders will

creates significant problems for democracy and for
our nation’s future,” in the words of the Prison Policy
Initiative, a think tank based in Easthampton. This
“prison-based gerrymandering,” PPI says, “leads to a
dramatic distortion of representation at local and state
levels, and creates an inaccurate picture of community
populations for research and planning purposes.”

PPI and other groups have been pushing to change
that system for years, and it appears they now have some
powerful allies on their side—among them, state Sen.
Stan Rosenberg (D-Ambherst), the Senate’s president pro
tempore and co-chair of the Legislature’s Joint Commit-
tee on Redistricting. “The whole point of redistricting
and the whole point of our system is, we all have equal
representation,” Rosenberg told the Advocate. By count-
ing incarcerated people who, by law, are not able to vote
in the districts where theyre locked up, he explains,
“you are creating disproportionate voting power in those
districts among those people who are eligible to vote.” In
light of that inequity, Rosenberg said, it just makes sense
for the census to change the way it counts prisoners.

istorically, states use data from the Census
HBureau to draw their Congressional, state and

municipal legislative districts. Every 10 years,
the Census releases figures from its decennial count to

individual states; those figures are then used to check
that existing districts are roughly equal in population
and, if not, to redraw district lines to get them there.
(Districts can also be reshaped to serve other purposes,
such as to create or keep intact so-called “communities
of interest,” defined as communities with shared ethnic,
economic or other characteristics.)

But in the cases of districts whose populations are in-
flated by large prison populations, the equal-population re-
quirement is being met in name, perhaps, but not in spirit.
As aresult, legislators from those districts benefit politi-

_ cally from their prisoner “constituents” but are not directly

accountable to them, since they cannot vote. Meanwhile,
because prisoners are not counted in the districts in which
they lived previously, and to which they're likely to return,
those places suffer from artificially low population counts,
which can result, among other things, in their not receiving
adequate government services and programs.

In Massachusetts, the PPI researchers have found, five
state legislative requirements only meet their minimum
population requirement because they include prisons.
They include, in this region, the 7th Hampden district,
represented by state Rep. Tom Petrolati (D-Ludlow), which
includes the Hampden County House of Corrections.

The problem of prison gerrymandering was, until

recently, particularly glaring in neighboring New York
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