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New rules limit GOP's power over voter districts

Yet a pair of constitutional amendments passed by voters in November to reduce gerrymandering
threatens to undermine their power in what traditionally has been the most cherished spoils in all of
politics.

And that is not sitting well with Republicans who thought they would have a lot more freedom in
redrawing districts for Congress and the Legislature to assure future re-elections.

Bluntly, state Sen. Mike Bennett, R-Bradenton, told more than 250 people at a meeting in Sarasota
on Thursday that voters got it wrong when they passed the amendments with more than 60 percent
of the vote.

Bennett said the directions in the amendment are contradictory and confusing. He said the
amendments call for districts to be drawn without favoring or disfavoring any incumbent or political
party. That, he said, is an impossible standard because every line they draw will favor or disfavor
someone.

"What we did is very very close to being unworkable," said Bennett, who is the second-highest
ranking member of the Senate.

When asked if voters in the five counties he represents made a mistake in voting for the
amendments, Bennett did not hesitate.

"Yes," Bennett said emphatically at the Sarasota Tiger Bay meeting.

Instead of putting an end to the misshapen districts that more resemble ink blots than communities,
Bennett said the amendment will only result in more lawsuits, more confusion and more
gerrymandering.

But Pam Goodman, redistricting director for the League of Women Voters of Florida, said views
such Bennett's are really what should concern voters.

Goodman fears that state legislators will do everything they can to avoid following the directions
voters gave them by approving the two amendments last fall.

"They haven't had to follow any rules before," said Goodman, who was at the Tiger Bay meeting
debating Bennett. "What the amendments did was clearly lay out rules and regulations for them to
follow."

Goodman said if Legislature follows the rules to create compact and contiguous counties it will
mean the end to some of the most egregious districts in Florida. Gone would be districts like the
16th Congressional, which stretches north from Palm Beach County, loops around Lake
Okeechobee and snakes through eight counties before ending up in Charlotte County.

State House District 55, which lumps Newtown in Sarasota into a district that is mostly made up of
St. Petersburg residents, would also be a thing of the past.

One of the worst examples, Goodman said, is Bennett's own District 21. That district runs about 100
miles from Parrish in northern Manatee County to Fort Myers. The district ducks and weaves
through parts of five counties.

But Bennett said he sees a very different future in which the Legislature will be in court the minute
lawmakers start trying to alter districts.
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Most concerning, Bennett said, is that the amendments are unclear over what to do about minority-
majority districts that the federal courts drew to assure black representation in Congress.

Florida has three districts that the federal courts gerrymandered into existence by stringing together
black communities over hundreds of miles.

Bennett said those districts may be the worst cases of gerrymandering, but at the same time assure
representation in Congress for African-Americans. Before those districts were drawn in the 1990s,
Florida had no African-American members of Congress.

Bennett said the minute the Legislature tries to apply the new amendments to those districts, it will
trigger a slew of civil rights lawsuits.

"The problem with this constitutional amendment is that the Florida Legislature will do the best job
they can and then we will end up in court because there will be an unbelievable flood of lawsuits,"
Bennett said.

Already U.S. Rep. Corrine Brown, D-Jacksonville, and U.S. Rep. Mario Diaz-Balart, R-Miami, have
sued the state in federal court in Miami contending the amendment is unconstitutional because it
violates federal voting rights laws.

Goodman said Florida has some of the worst gerrymandering in the nation.

Currently, Florida has about 600,000 more registered Democrats than Republican voters. But
because of the the way state districts were drawn up after the 2000 Census, Republicans hold
nearly a 2-to-1 edge in the Legislature.

The same is true for Congressional districts, where, despite the state's Democratic majority,
Republicans hold a 19-6 advantage.

Goodman said the disparity is a product of a long-abused redistricting process.

"Essentially politicians were choosing their voters instead of voters choosing their politicians,"
Goodman said.

Jeremy Wallace can be reached at 361-4966 or jeremy.wallace @heraldtribune.com.
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