League of Women Voters of Metropolitan Columbus

Report from the Study Committee on City Council Organization

LWVMC Charge to the Committee
In June 2016 the LWVMC membership approved a study of city council organization, specifically ward (or district) vs. at-large vs. mixed approaches. The project would include examining other local League positions and bringing any relevant positions to the membership for concurrence. If no relevant position can be found, the committee should study the issue to develop educational materials and consensus questions. The position should apply to both city and suburban councils.

LWV Positions
LWVUS: Promote an open governmental system that is representative, accountable and responsive. Using the position, the League has supported the Voting Rights Act. We have searched for state and local League positions that would address this issue and have found none. The search included researching the LWVUS website and talking to someone at LWVUS.

What We Know
History

During the 1800s, many cities had a ward system rather than an at-large system of elections. In the early 1900s, electoral reform took place all over the country. For example, Ohio adopted initiative and referendum, direct primaries and home rule. Another reform was at-large municipal elections rather than wards. Then in the last half of the 20th century the trend reversed. Some of the reversal was caused by the passage of the federal Voting Rights Act. 

Voting Rights Act: In an at-large, winner-take-all system, a 51% voting bloc can effectively sweep 100% of the seats, leaving large racial, ethnic, economic, or political groups without any representation. The federal Voting Rights Act is designed to assure that effective representation of minority citizens is not diluted. If a district system is used and districts are drawn to fairly represent communities of interest, those communities have an opportunity to select someone who will more effectively represent a minority group. Since its passage in 1965, the VRA has been used to encourage/require cities with at-large systems, which were not fairly electing minority council members, to switch to a mixed or district system to assure such representation.

What Other Cities Do
Cities used various systems with smaller cities tending toward at-large systems and larger cities tending toward district or mixed systems. 

Breakdown of Types of City Council Elections by City Size (2001)

	
	Small
(25,000-69,999)
	Medium
(70,000-199,999)
	Large
(200,000 And Up)

	At-Large
	48.9%
	43.7%
	16.4%

	Mixed-System
	25.0%
	25.4%
	38.2%

	District
	26.1%
	31.0%
	45.5%


In comparison to cities of the size of Columbus, almost all others have a district or a mixed system. See Attachment 1, Chart prepared by Paul Bingle.

Central Ohio cities have a mix of systems:

1) In Franklin County, five cities each have four representatives elected by ward in addition to other council members elected at large. Those cities are Dublin, Gahanna, Grove City, Reynoldsburg, and Whitehall.

2) The ten Franklin County cities with all council members elected at large are Bexley, Canal Winchester, Columbus, Grandview Heights, Groveport, Hilliard, New Albany, Upper Arlington, Westerville, and Worthingon.

3) In counties surrounding Franklin County, only two cities do NOT have representatives elected by ward: Pickerington in Fairfield County and Powell in Delaware County.

4) These eight cities in surrounding counties have ward representatives as follows:

· in Union County, Marysville has 3 wards;

· in Madison County, London has 4 wards;

· in Pickaway County, Circleville has 4 wards;

· in Fairfield County, Lancaster has 6 wards;

· in Licking County, Heath has 3 wards, Newark has 7 wards, and Pataskala has 4 wards;

· in Delaware County, Delaware has 4 wards.

Research

Committee members read articles about the topic, shared their experiences, and reviewed arguments raised in the August 2016 ballot issue concerning a proposal to change the at-large system in Columbus to a mixed at-large and district system. The co-chairs also interviewed Dr. Vlad Kogan of the OSU political science department. Based on these sources, it was determined that while systems had some differences, there didn’t seem to be reason to argue that one system was better than another. Council members may defer to a district representative on issues peculiar to that district, but if there are broader implications council members tended to look at the broader picture. There was some indication that campaigns might be less expensive for an individual running in a district rather than at-large. There also was some indication that district members felt more accountable to their individual district rather than the whole city. The biggest difference appeared to be in minority representation. However, there doesn’t appear to be a concern with a Voting Rights Act violation in Columbus because it doesn’t appear that minority groups have been unable to elect representatives of their choice. The biggest discrepancy might be the lack of representatives from other than one political party. Because the study group didn’t find sufficient difference between the systems, it concluded not to go forward with recommending a consensus process to develop a position. Rather, the research could be used to educate League members and the public about the differences between the systems.

Comparisons between at-large systems versus ward or district systems

	Accountability
	At-large members should be accountable to the entire city, while members from districts should be more accountable to their district

	Minority Representation 
	Minority ethnic, racial, economic, and political groups should be better represented with a district system

	Voter Turnout
	Not much difference

	Choice of Candidate
	In a ward system voters can vote on only the candidate from their district. Good candidates may not be able to run unless they move to a different district.

	Drawing Districts
	Districts cannot be gerrymandered in an at-large system, while the composition of districts within a city is up to the persons who draw the districts.

	Cost of Election
	Some evidence that district systems have lower costs.
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