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Chi cano Enpowernent and the Politics of At-Large E ections

inGlifornna ATae of Two Gties

Glifornia s Chicano/Latino[l] popul ation has groan to 6.6
mllion and is expected to becone the largest single ethnic group in
the state wthin the next 30 years. FHom1976 to 1988, Latino voter
registration doubl ed from715,000 to 1.4 mllion[2] and is expected to
doubl e agai n by the year 2000. [3 The nunber of Latino el ected
officials inthe state has grown too from231 in 1973 to 466 in
1988. [4 Glifornia, however, |ags behind other Southwestern states.
Texas has three tinas as many Latino el ected officials as Glifornia
and New Mexi co has 1.3 tines as nany as Glifornia. In Table 1, we can
see that between 1973 and 1988, latino elected officias in Texas
tripled from565 to 1,611 and nearly tripled in Aizona were latino
elected officials increased from9 to 237. [5 In 1989, there are only
7 Latino state legislators in Glifornia, while Aizona has 10,

@l orado has 11, Texas has 25 and New Mexi co has 41 [6]

Wiy does Gilifornia trail other Southwestern states in Latino
el ected official s? There are several reasons. Hrst, Chicanos
represent only 22%of Gilifornia s total popul ation conpared to 38%in
New Mexi co and 24%in Texas. [7] Arelated factor is Glifornia s high
concentration of Mexican and CGentral Anerican inmgrants. Qe half of
Glifornias 45mllion voting age Latinos are not US citizens and
cannot vote under current laws. In effect, this disenfranchizes hal f
of Glifornias potential Latino electorate. [§ MNationally, two-out-
of three voting age Latinos are US citizens and in Texas the figure

page 1



Table 1

LATI NO BLECTED AFH A ALS | N H VE SOJUTHAESTERN STATES,  1973- 1988

Sate 1973 1983 #_Change- % Chancre
Arizona 95 237 +142 +149
Gliforni a 231 466 +235 +102
Ml orado 122 157 + 35 + 29
New Mexi co 366 595 +229 + 63
Texas 565 1,611 +1, 046 +185
Total s 1,379 3, 066 1, 687 +1220%

Source: Sout hwest Voter Registration Educati on Ao ect, 1989; NALEO
National Roster of Hspanic Hected Gficials, 1938

Tabl e 2

At-Large Systens in Gllifornia Local Hections
and Latino Hected Gficials
May, 1989

Jurisdiction Total #A-lLarge %At-Targe #Seats #latino %atino

Shool Boards 1018 906 89. 0% 5, 365 247 4. 6%
dty Quncils 453 424 93.5% 1,936 134 6. 9%
Source; Southwest Voter Registration Education Rroject; Glifornia

League of Gties; Gilifornia School Board Association, NALEO National
Roster of Hspanic Hected Gficials, 1988,
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is three-out-of-four. As aresult, Chicanos in Galifornia make up only
12. 3%of that state's electorate conpared to 16.9%in Texas.[10]

A second factor is the relatively snall nunber of voting
jurisdictions in Glifornia. Glifornia has only 58 counties each of
whi ch has five-neniber boards. By contrast, Texas has 254 counties and
1,200 elected county officials. In 1989, Giifornia had 15 Chi cano
county officials, while Texas had 176.[11] The snal | nurnber of
jurisdictions in Glifornia, many wth very large popul ations that
engul f Chi cano communi tes, reduces the chances that Chicanos wil be
elected to office. Another problemis gerrynanderying, where districts
are drawn to create safe seats for incunbents, often by carving up
mnority coomunities. Acase inpoint is Los Angeles Gunty. No
Chi cano has ever served on that county's board of supervisors despite
the fact that there are 26 mllion Latino residents in the county.
Several (hicano cormunity groups have joined wth MALDEF (the Mexi can
Anerican Legal Defense and Education Fund) and the NAACP in a | egal
suit to force redistricting and the expansion of the nunber of seats on
the board of supervisors. [12]

A-large elections, the subject of this paper, pose another
serious obstacle to Chicano enpowernent in Glifornia. Under at-large
el ections candidates run city-wde rather than by singl e- nenber
district. The at-large systemof elections severely dimnishes the
chances that Chicanos wll be elected to office. In 1986, 95%of
Glifornia s school districts and city councils had at-large el ections.
In 1986, (hicanos accounted for only 223 of the nore than 5,000 school
board nenbers[ 13] and only 117 of the nore than 2,000 city council
nenbers inthe state.[14] (See Table 2 for the 1988 data). As
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at-large elections are elimnated, Chicano representation is

increasing. Between 1986 and 1989, nore than seventy Gilifornia school
districts replaced at-large systens wth singl e-nenber districts. By
1988, the nunber of Chicano school board nenbers had increased to 247
and increased in 1989 to 293, a grow h of 31%in three years. [15 Table
3illustrates this point.

At-lLarge Hections Dlute Chicano Voting Srength

At-large elections were established as part of several reforns
of the Progressive Bra (1890-1920) to weaken the corrupt political
nachi nes that domnated urban politics at the end of the last century.
lhe reforns al so included city nmanager forns of governnent, nonpartisan
el ections, and the establishnent of city bureaucracies. There were
uni ntended results. Geenstone and Reterson found that the reforns of
the progressi ve era weakened | i beral -progressi ve coalitions, while
"permtting those factional groups wth the nost political
resour ces—Hn terns of noney, organizational cohesion, prestige,
control of conmunications, and sheer votes—o0 dom nate urban
politics. "[16] Trounstine and Gristensen argue that in the Sunbel t
cities of the Southwest these reforns have strengthened the ability of
busi ness and cormercial elites to control city politics, while
restricting conmunity participation. [17]

At-large el ections, which were enacted to repl ace the ward and
district systens, have made it more difficult for mnority candi dates
townoffice. Intheir study of US cities, Karnig and Wl ch found

that cities wth district elections had a higher B ack representation
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score and a significantly hi gher eqﬂity rate (relative to the size of
the B ack popul ation) than those cities wth at-large elections. [1§ A
seven city study by Heilig and Mindt produced simlar results. They
concl uded, "There is no question that bl acks have achi eved greater
equity inloca representation as a result of novenents to
dstricts...."[19 Polinard and Winkle found that ending at-large
elections inten Texas cities resulted in an increase in Chicano
candi dat es running for local offices, Chicano voter turnout, and
Chi canes el ected to office.[20]

A -large el ections pose several problens to mnority candi dates.
Frst, the cost of nounting a city-wde canpai gn can be prohibitive.
Qich el ections force the candidates to rely heavily on nedia
advertising and favor incunbents who benefit fromnanme recognition,
nedi a endorsenents, and financial backing fromreal estate and banking
interests. [21] Secondly, at-large elections can dilute mnority voti.ng
strength. Because of continuing residentia segregation patterns,
mnorities tend to be concentrated in particul ar nei ghbor hoods.
S ngl e-nener districts can often be drawn in such a way as to nmaxi mze
mnority voting strength (assumng that the districts are drawn
farly). Inat-large elections, by contrast, mnority candi dates nust
wnanaority of the vote city-wde. In those cities where whites
constitute a n@jority and vote as a bloc mnority candidates rarely
wn.[22] Thirdy, at-large elections often result in class inbal ances
incity council representation wth nany or all of the city council
seats filled by representatives fromthe nore affluent nel ghbor hoods
and fewor no representatives fromworking class nei ghborhoods. Unhder
at-large systens mnorities who are elected to city office usual ly do
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not reside in the poorer nei ghborhoods and are often perceived as
acconmodat i oni sts by minority constituents. [23]

Mreover, at-large el ections di scourage mnority voting.
Mnority voters grow cynical about |ocal governnent and the el ectoral
process when they are unabl e to elect mnority candidates to represent
them In 1968 the National Advisory Gormission on AQvil Dsorders in
the united Sates found that "at-large representation. ..does not give
nenbers of the mnority coomunities a feeling of neani ngful invol venent
or astake intheir city governnent. "[24] Two decades | ater the
Sout hvest \Voter Regristration Education Rroject found that in
Glifornia and other states where at-large el ections predom nate
efforts to increase "voter registration and conmunity organi zation are
frustrated by a lack of progress in electing Latinos... [whichl inturn
di scourages Latino turnout. "[25]

Wen at-large el ections are repl aced by si ngl e- nener district
el ections, as they have been in Texas and New Mexi co, Chi canos post
dranati c gains. Southwest \Voter Research Institute recently conpl eted a
study of fifty-six Texas cities that changed fromat-large to single
menber district elections. They found that mnority city counci
menbers increased from15%to 34%for cities that adopted singl e nenber
districts, while "mnority representation not only failed to i nprove,
but decreased slightly overall" for those cities that retained at-large
elections. [20 (Chicanos in New Mexi co made simlar gains immediately
followng state | egislative action which nandated district systens in
nuni ci pal el ections. The nunber of Latino nunicipal officials grew
from167 in 1984 to 203 in 1988 a 22%increase. [27]

According to Southwest Voter Registration Education P ect
Latino representation has |eveled off or even decined in those states
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where at-large elections remain (Glifornia, Arizona, and ol orado) but
has increased in Texas and New Mexi co where at-large el ections have
been el imnated. Between 1984 and 1988, the nunber of Latino el ected
officials increased by 223 (11 3% for Texas and New Mexi co but
actual |y decreased by 16 (-3% for Glifornia, Arizona, and Gl orado.
[28] These results are shown in Table 4. Mreover, Latino voter
turnout increased in both Texas and New Mexi co after at-large el ections
were elimnated. In NewMexico, Chicano voter turnout in the Novenber,
1988 el ections increased to an i npressive 78%[29] |In Texas, Latinos
now account for 14%of all registered voters in the state and 25%of
Denocratic prinary votes inthat state. By contrast, Gilifornia
Latinos still represent only 7%of all votes cast in the general
election, the sane share held in 1984. [30] SVREP concludes that the
elimnation of at-large el ections and the establishnent of "single

nenber districts in Texas and New Mexi co greatly enhance Latino voter

participation” [3]]

Ending A-large Hections in Glifornia

Several strategies are being pursued to chall enge at-Ilarge
el ections throughout the Southwest, including litigation, state
legislative action, and local referendum Litigation or the threat of
court litigation by such groups as the Mexi can Anerican Legal Defense
and Education Fund (MNCH), Southwest Voter Registration Education
Proect (SFHEP), and the Texas Riral Legal Ald (TRA has ended
at-large in nost of Texas. These groups filed hundreds of suits in

jurisdictions throughout Texas. After nunerous victories, a
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Table 3

At-Large Sygems in California School Boards
and Latino Elected Officials, 1986-1989.

Yexr # Didricts # At-Large $at-large #Lainos % Latinos Gain %Gan
1986 1028 987 %% 223 AaA.5°o6
1989 1018 906 89% 203 5.506 +70 31%

Source: Cdlifornia Association of School Boards, 1989; National Rogter
of Latino Elected Officials, 1989.

Table 4
Sout hwest Latino Hected Gficials By Sate and Type of Hection,
1984- 1988
Sates
Wth A-Large
H ections 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 Y%hange #Change
Arizona 241 230 232 248 237 -2.5 -4
Glifornia 460 451 450 466 466 +1.3 +6
Gl orado 175 167 177 167 157 -10.3 -18
Qubt ot al 876 848 859 81 860 -3.0% -16
Sates Wth
Dstrict
Hections 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 %hange #Change
New Mexi co 556 580 588 577 505 +7.0 +39
Texas 1.427 1,447 1,466 1.572 1,611 +12.9 +184
Qubt ot al 1,983 2,027 2,04 2149 2,206 +11.3 +223
Total for
Sout heast 2,859 2,875 2913 3,030 3,066 +7.2% +207

Source: Southwest Voter Registration Education Project, 1989 NALEO
Roster of Hspanic Hected Gficial's, 1984-1988
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snowbal | effect took place wth cities agreeing to adopt district
elections wthout litigation. [32] In NewMxico, at-large el ections
were ended in 1982 when the state |egislature nandated district
elections. Their action cane in response to legal suits by MALDEF and
the SYREP for violations of the Woting Rghts Act and was facilitated
by Toney Anaya who served as governor of New Mexico at the tine.
Smlar legislation was introduced inthe Glifornia state legislature
two years ago, but was not adopted. In 1989, Assenblynan Peter Chacon
(DSn Oego) has introduced legislation that would require district
elections for twel ve of the state's largest school districts. The bill
is likely to becone lawthis year. [33

The 1965 Woting Rghts Act is the principal weapon in the battle
against at-large elections. The Voting Rghts Act prohibits those
voting practices that result inthe dilution of the mnority vote. In
1975, (ongress extended the Voting R ghts coverage to Texas and to
| anguage mnorities. In 1982, further anendnents provi ded that
mnorities were no longer required to prove intentional discrimnation
inchallenging state and local voting practices such as at-large
elections. In 1986, a US Suprene Gourt decision, Thornburg v.
Angles, established three tests for a challenge to at-1arge el ections
based on Section 2 of the Woting Rghts Act: first, the mnority group
nust be conpact and constitute a n@jority in a single-nenber district;
second, the group nust be politically cohesive;, and third, the ngjority
group nust be shown to vote as a racial bloc. [34 The VWdtsonville

decision, to which we nowturn, was based on such a chal | enge.
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Wt sonville and Slinas: ntrasting But S mlar

Two Gllifornia coomunities, Vdtsonville and Salinas, have
recently ended at-large elections. The cases are significant because
they denonstrate two very different paths that conmunities can sel ect
toelimnate at-large elections. Vtsonville chose litigation, while
Slinas opted to resolve the natter in a local election. In both
cases, nobilization by Chicano community organi zations was critical.
The two cases denonstrate the conpl exity of ending at-large el ections
inGlifornia. Their experiences are being closely nonitored t hroughout
the state.

Vet sonville and Salinas have a great deal in common. They are
located a short distance fromSan Jose and Santa Quz. Both cities are
agricultural giants. Salinas is the lettuce capital of the country,
while Wtsonville is the frozen food capital of the nation. Recently,
both cities were torn by long-lasting cannery strikes that engul fed
their respective Chicano communities and underscored the w de gap
bet ween the Angl o power structure and the predomnant!|y working cl ass
Chi cano and Mexi cano resi dents. For nany years, Chicanes and Mexi canos
were recruited as seasonal labor inthe fields and canneries. Real
power rested firmy in the hands of the Angl o growers, cannery owners,
| ocal devel opers, and city officials. But as the Chicano and Mexi cano
popul ation has grown, so too have the demands for union representation,
better schools, housing, and political representation.

Vdtsonville is a small agricultural conmunity wth an estinated
popul ation of 30,000 in 1989. In 1950, Chicanos were less than 10% of
the city but in 1989 are estinated at 60% Even so, for over thirty
years Chicanos were unrepresented in Vetsonville. Fom1971 to 1985,
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ei ght Chicano candidates ran for city council and one Chicano ran for
nayor. Al of the Chicano candidates |ost despite receiving as much as
95%of the vote in Chicano precincts. It was not until My, 1987, that
the first Chicano was el ected to serve on the city council, Tony
CGanpos, a realtor who had the support of the Angl o busi ness sector.
Canpos ran in an el ection where there were three vacancies and three
candi dates running (two of which were Anglo). He was quickly enbraced
by the Angl o devel opers and busi ness sector but was viewed wth
suspi ci on by Chi cano resi dents. [35

In 1985, Vetsonville' s Chicano conmunity began to nobilize from
two separate directions. In Septenber, 1985 a strike began which
invol ved over 2,000 cannery workers and drew support fromevery naj or
Latino organization in Northern Gllifornia The cannery strike |asted
for eighteen nonths and exacerbated tensi ons between the Chi cano
cormuni ty and the Angl o power structure, which supported the cannery
owners. According to Chavel o Mreno, a |eader of the Srike Cormittee,
“They [the city council] were nmuch nore concerned wth the owners.
Maybe they woul dn't have acted the way they did if they thought we
woul d vote themout of office. "[30]

Chi cano political activists had reached the sane concl usi on.
The Witsonville Gty Gouncil was devel opi ng the downtown area.  Chi cano
| eaders feared that redevel opnent woul d adversely affect the Chicano
conmunity. They were al so frustrated by several unsuccessful attenpts
to run one of their own for city office. They decided to take action,
contacti ng MALDEF whi ch began an investigation into the possibility of
court action. [37] In May, 1985 MALDEF attorney Joaquin Avila filed
suit on behal f of three Chicano residents of Veétsonville, Vél do
Rodriguez, Patricia Leal, and Quz Gnez, who had run unsuccessful |y
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for acity council seat in 1983. The suit charged that Védtsonville's
at-large systemviolated the Voting Rght Act by its systenatic denial
of Chicano representation. In order to prove his case, Avila provided
statistica evidence docunenting the voting patterns in past city
elections. He aso presented a plan for dividing the city into seven
districts, two of which woul d have Latino popul ations of nearly

80%[ 39]

In 1987, US Dstrict Judge WIliamA Ingramrul ed agai nst the
plaintiffs. Ilronically, the federal district court agreed that
racial ly polarized voting did exist in Vétsonville and that the Anglo
voting bloc ".. .dictates the virtual inpossibility of the election of
an H spani c candi date under the present at-large el ection
procedures. "[39] Even so, Ingramquestioned the extent of political
cohesi on anong Chi cano voters as 50%of the city's Chi cano popul ation
didnot live inthe proposed mnority districts. [40 In July, 1988, the
US 9thQrcuit Gurt of Appeal s reversed the decision, find ng
historical and current racial discrimnation of Latinos in
Glifornia [4] The appellate court ruled that Vdtsonville's at-large
nethod of electing city officials violated the Voting Rght Act as it
“inperissably dilutes Hspanics' voting strength". The court rejected
the San Jose district court's ruling that Chicanes in Vdtsonville were
not politically cohesive. It pointed out that two najority Chicano
districts could be created under the proposed plan, while retaining the
at-large system"relegat[es] all Hspanic voters to having no political
effectiveness. "[41]]

The case mght have ended there, but Vetsonvil le Gty officias

refused to accept defeat. At issue was control of the city. On one
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side stood the city governnent and pro-devel opnent forces, while poised
on the other side were Chicano coomunity activists. dty officias
attenpted to build support for an appeal to the Suprene Qourt.

Vdt sonvi | | e Mayor Betty Murphy raised fears that district elections
woul d focus the energies of city governnent on the provincial concerns -
of local nei ghborhoods rather than the broader interests of the entire
city. Manwhile, Gty Attorney Don Haile alluded to outside forces

that were forcing unwanted changes on the snall town. He angrily
responded to the court ruling, commenting that, "Local control at this
stage is a joke. "[42] lronically, Hile later naintai ned that other
outside forces were forcing the city to appeal .[43] He reminded city
officials that the Gty of Vdtsonville is protected against lawsuits

by a private insurance conpany. As aresult the city had incurred | ess
than $3,000 in expenses associated resulting fromthe suit, while the

i nsurance conpany had pai d out approxi nately $550,000 in | egal costs.

An appeal woul d cost the insurance conpany an additional $75, 000.
However, if the city were to settle the case, the insurance conpany

woul d a so be required to pay MALDEF s legal fees, in excess of

$600,000. According to Haile, the insurance conpany mght sue the city
for breach of contract if the appeal was not pursued. [44]

The official explanations of the city raised the ire of Chicano
activists. Rebecca Garcia, president of the VWtsonville chapter of the
League of Lhited Latin-Awerican Gtizens, called the insurance issue a
"ploy" and "snoke-screen” to prevent (hicano representation in the
city. She urged the Gty Gouncil to hold public neetings to decide
whet her or not the case shoul d be appeal ed to permt "those voi ces

whi ch the court found absent in city governnent” an opportunity to be
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heard. [45] Dck Bernard, President of the Pajaro Denocratic A ub, added
that, "the city council is hiding behindanallegedlegality thought up
by the city attorney. "[46] Even Gty Gouncil nenber Dennis Gner was
outraged by what he terned "governnent by insurance conpany. "[47]
Meanwhi | e, the lone latino on the Gty Gouncil, Tony Canpos, ignored
Chi cano communi ty sentinents and voted wth the ngority to pursue the
appeal s. [ 48]

n January 10, 1989, leaders froma variety of Chicano conmunity
organi zati ons al ong w th over a hundred Vet sonvi | | e resi dents packed
the Gty Quncil chanbers to urge the Gty Quncil not to appeal the
case. LUAC the Lhited Farmnorkers Lhion, cannery activists, and
plaintiffs for the case presented petitions wth nore than 300
signatures. Several speakers alluded to discrimnationincity
enpl oynent andtothe inferior |evel of services inthe Chicano
nei ghbor hoods. ne resident conmented that the streets in the Chi cano
sections of Vdtsonville are poorly lit and dangerous, but inthe white
nei ghborhoods "there is enough light to read a newspaper by. "[49]
Despite the strong opposition, the Aty Quncil voted to appeal the
case. (h March 20, 1989, the US Suprene Gourt refused to hear the
city's appeal, forcingthe city to postpone el ections that had been
pl anned for My and to schedul e district elections. [9]

The districts el ections, to be hel din Novenber, 1989, include
three Chicanos. Reflecting the inpact of the cannery strike on Chi cano
communi ty enpowernent in Vdtsonville, two of the three, Guz Gnez and
Gcar Hos, were |eaders in community support efforts during the
Vet sonvil l e strike. M. Guz Qnez, acandidate inDstrict 1 and

forner plaintiff inthe Vetsonville suit, wll face Paul Miladin, the
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former owner of Hchard Shaw Ganni ng Gonpany. Gscar R os, a candidate
inDstrict 2 and regional organi zer for the Gannery Veérkers Q gani zi ng
Proect, wll go up against a nenber of the city's Design Revi ew
Gmmssion. Inatwst of irony, three of the current city council
nenbers (including Miyor Betty Mirphy) reside in the sane council
district. Qne of thethree wll seek a supervisor's seat, while Tony
Canpos Wil be forced to face M. Mirphy in the upcomng el ection. The
Novenber el ection has already ignited coomunity interest and is
expected to heighten voter registration and turnout anmong Latino

resi dents. [ 51]

Wil e Witsonville took four years to resolve its legal suit,
Silinas ended at-large elections and held its first district el ections
inamtter of nonths. Like Vdtsonville, Salinas has a | arge Chi cano
popul ation, accounting for over 40%of the city. Qe a snall town,
Slinas is best known for its world-fanmous rodeo, however, in the past
decade, the city has grown rapidly in the last decade and is devel opi ng
as an urban center for the agricultural valley that surrounds it. Like
Vit sonvi | | e, agribusi ness has had a determnant say inthe politics and
econonics of the region. Qass and racia/ethnic polarization has been
sharply defined. Inthe early 1970's, the UFWlettuce strike in the
Slinas Valley led to a national |ettuce boycott. The strike and
boycott intensified aninosities anong the Angl o and Chi cano communities
Recently, a bitter two-year long strike at the Lhited Poods cannery
ended in defeat, leaving feelings of anger and frustration anong
Chi cano activists. [

A though Chi canes make up less than half of the city's

popul ation, they account for over sixty percent of the Aisal
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nei ghbor hood. For years, (hicano parents charged that the school
district had ignored their needs. In 1987, a teacher fromAisal Hgh
Shool was actual ly fired because of the hi gh number of his Chicano
students who were admtted to n@ or colleges. [53] The case incensed
Chi cano parents and underscored the insensitivity of the school board.
In 1985 Jesus Sanchez, who was later el ected tothe Alisal school
board, ran unsuccessfully for the Salinas Gty Quncil. He received
70%of the vote in the Chicano precincts, but only 9%of the vote from
white precincts. [ Fustrated by the | oss, (hicano community
activists contacted MALDEF for a possible class action suit agai nst the
city's at-large el ectoral system

The day after the Nnth Grecuit Gourt of Appeal s issued its
ruling on the Vdtonsville suit, Chicano organizations increased
pressure on the Salinas city officials. Sinchez coomented in a | ocal
newspaper, “"The Salinas case is even stronger than the one in
Vetsonville.. .1 would like to see us sit down and see if we can cone to
sone agreenent on the districts so that we can all avoid the tine and
expense of a lawsuit. "[55 Expecting a possible lawsuit, Gty Solicitor
S ephanie Atigh requested a copy of the Vdtsonville ruling inmediately
after the court announced its decision. [569 (nhe nonth later, on August
23, 1988, Joaquin Avila, the attorney inthe Vétsonville case, filed a
class action suit to end Salinas' at-large el ection systemon behal f of
three residents[57], Fernando Arnenta, S non Salinas, and Mrta Nava,
who becane the first Chicaratown office in Sl inas when she el ected
Trustee of the Alisal school board al ong with Sanchez. [58]

Fearing the high costs of court tria and the liklihood of

defeat, city officials agreed to settle the matter through a | ocal
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el ection. The decision was a pragmatic one. Accordingto Salinas Gty
Mainager Roy J. Herte, "V& watched what was happeni ng in

Vet sonville.. .V had no insurance policy to cover the costs of a suit,
and no estinate of what it woul d cost, and we knewthat once the
precedent had been set over there, our chances of w nning woul d have
been renote. "[59] n Decenber 6, 1988, the issue of district elections
was put to avote. The election proved difficult for several reasons.
Hrst, proponents of district elections had town in an at-large
election. This would require a heavy turnout in Chicano precincts and
crossovers in the Angl o precincts. Secondly, there was very little
tine to prepare for the election. Success would hinge on the ability
of Chi cano conmuni ty organi zations to educate and nobilize the
coomunity. FHnally, and perhaps nost difficult, proponents had to urge
voters to pass three neasures:. the first establishing district

el ections, the second expandi ng the size of the city council, and the
third anendi ng the process by whi ch vacancies on the city council are
filled.[60]

Local Chicano organi zations poured their energies into voter
education and the get-out-the vote canpai gn. \ol unteers went
door-to-door throughout the Chicano precincts, carefully explaining the
conpl i cated bal | ot neasures. On the day of the el ection, supporters
phoned Latino registered voters to remnd themto vote, even providing
transportation to the polls. As SAnchez expl ained, "¢ had a very
strong grassroots voter registration and a get-out-the vote apparat us.
Qherwse we could not have won. "[61] Wiile Chicano conmunity
sentinent ran high in favor of the three neasures, the Angl o conmunity

overwhel mngly opposed district elections. Sinchez felt that there was
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a backl ash anong white voters over the Vdtsonville ruling along wth
fears that "Santa Quz radical style" politics was creeping into
Sinas. [62] Dstrict elections won by a scant 107 votes wth the
nmargin of victory comng fromthe hi gh Chi cano voter turnout,
accounting for 35%of all votes cast. | \oting was pol ari zed al ong
racial lines. (hicano precincts voted 85%in favor of the neasure,
whil e white precincts voted 75%against it and HIlipinos favored the
neasure (accounting for 5%of the total vote). [63] As Sinchez

expl ai ned, '"The vote nakes it clear that Chicanos are nowa force in
this coomunity. Wat's really inpressive is that we won this in only
six nonths, while Vetsonville took years incourt. Now we're finally
going to have a Chicano on the city council."[64]

Sxnonths later, onJune 6, 1989, district elections were hel d
in SAlinas wth two Chicano candidates vying for the sane city council
seat. Snon SAlinas, aplantiff intheinitia suit, was elected to
the city council, capturing 63%of the vote. M. Slinas faced two
ot her opponents including attorney Juan Uranga, who had refused to be a
plantiff inthe suit. Wanga was supported by the |ocal Denocratic
dub and elected city officials. This angered Chicano community
activists who had fought townthe district elections. Accordingto
attorney Jose Vel asquez, "Vé were shocked to findthe Denocratic
| eadership attenpting to inpose their handpi cked | eader on our
conmunity." [65 Voter interest inthe Alisal district was so intense,
that on election day authorities had to be called in to keep the peace
i neastsideprecinct polls. [65 Therewas horn honking, chanting, nane
calling, and even pushing in line as Chicano residents were anxi ous to

vote for the candidate of their choice. According to Mnterey Gounty
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\Voter Registrar Ross Uhderwood, "Poll officers were forced into the
role of yard-duty teacher. It was alnost a carnival -like

at nosphere. "[66] Moter turnout inthe Alisal district was 43% a 300%
increase over the last county el ection. [67] Tina Del gado, a canpai gn
worker for M. Salinas, described her feelings after the election, "I
think nore peopl e are going to participate. Not only just here, but in

Vit sonvi | | e and everywhere el se, too. "[68]

Sgnificance of theMctories

The two cases that | have presented are different, yet clearly
interrelated. In Vétsonville, the city resisted any efforts to resol ve
the issue through negotiation and consequently agoni zed for four years
inlitigation. In Slinas, city officials reacted to the threat of
lawsuit and quickly agreed to settle the matter through election. It
is doubtful that Salinas city official s woul d have acted so quickly had
it not been for the Vdtsonville ruling. What occurred in Slinas is a
hopeful sign and likely to be repeated in other cities that have |arge,
under represented Chi cano conmuni ties. Mst cities in Glifornia do not
have insurance to protect against such suits, while those that do may
find thensel ves pressured to settle out of court by insurance conpani es
actingto limt their losses. The high cost of litigation may i nduce
aready financially strapped cities and school districts in Glifornia
to end at-large el ections through negotiation and | ocal el ection.

The Vet sonville ruling is especially inportant because it
clarified the standards for future challenges to at-large

elections. [70] Snce the Vétsonville ruling was the first decision
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before the Nnth Grcuit Gourt to interpret the Voting Rghts Act, the
new standards wll nowbe applied in federal district courts in those
states under the Nnth Qurt's jurisdiction. Glifornia, Aizona,
Nevada, |daho, Montana, Qegon, Véshington, and Hawaii.[60] Several
cities in Glifornia are involved in litigation over at-large
elections. Lawsuits are pending in Chula Msta, National dty, and
Sockton. MALDEF, SVREP, and private lawfirns specializing in voting
rights cases have already identified cities in Kern, Santa Qara, and
Los Angel es counties as possible targets for future suits.[71]
According to a survey conducted by San Francisco | aw firmRosen and
Phillips, nore than 137 Glifornia cities have Latino popul ations of
nore than 10%wthout any Latino on the city council. Al of these
cities have at-large el ections and could be the targets of future | aw
suits.[72]

Despite the favorable ruling inVdtsonville, as a strategy for
ending at-large elections litigation is costly, tine-consumng, and is
far fromguaranteed. Proponents of district elections have suffered
recent defeats in Sockton and Ponona. The Socton decision wl |
likely be appeal ed. The Ponona ruling is disturbing because Chi canos
and B acks account for nearly half of the city's 98,000 popul ation, yet
no B acks have ever served on its city council and no Chicanos served
on that body until 1987. Nonetheless, the ruling by the Nnth Grcuit
Qourt did not undermine the VWtsonville decision. Rather, the case was
deci ded on the issue of political cohesion. Judge Al ex Kozinski felt
that the voting patterns of Chicanos and B acks in Ponona di d not
reflect concurrence on candi dates or issues and consequently the two

groups "were not politically cohesive and could not be conbined to form
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angority of the voters in any district. "[73] In fact, the Ponona
ruling nay even buttress the appeal of the Sockton case as it |eaves
open the possibility that a Section 2 chall enge can be nade even when a
mnority group does not constitute a nunerical naority in a given
section of a city.[74]

Slinas offers an attractive alternative to cities that are
interested in avoiding costly litigation. Several Gillifornia cities
have taken this route. In 1982, San Jose adopted singl e- nenber
districts through a city election. In Novenber, 1983, San D ego, which
was involved in litigation over its at-large system voted to adopt
district elections. Several Gilifornia school boards are al so review ng
their at-large election systens under the threat of litigation. In
April, 1989, alawsuit was filed by the local chapter of the Mexican
Anerican Rolitical Association [79 against the Hiron-Gal i nga School
Dstrict followng a boycott of schools organi zed by Chi cano students
and their patents. The issue was resolved in anatter of nonths wth
the school district agreeing to establish single-nenber districts.
Smlarly, San Jose Lhified Shool Dstrict is considering establishing
singl e-nenber districts and is inthe process of neeting wth community
organi zations to discuss the natter. [77]

At the sane tine, the Salinas case illustrates the dangers
inherent inthe electoral strategy. Proponents of district el éctions
nust wn anmaority of the votes city-wde, necessitating a broad-based
coalition and exceptional turnout frommnority precincts. In
Sacranento, for exanple, a ballot neasure was def eat ed whi ch woul d nave
created district election for the school board, despite strong support

frommnority conmunities. The ballot neasure in Slinas barely passed.
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In fact, three-out-four whites voted agai nst the neasure to create
district elections.[78] In several previous el ections, including Jesse
Sinchez' successful bid at Alisal School Board, Chicanes had built a
grassroots appartus that carried the ballot neasures to victory and
laid the groundwork for Snon Salinas' inpressive wn. )
The experiences in SAlinas and Vétsonville alsoillustrate the
i nportance of the Chicano mddl e class forces working closely wth
wor ki ng class grassroots organi zations, union activists and parents
groups. Lawyers, teachers, snall business owners, and professional s
from communi ty-based agencies and non-profit organi zations have
traditional |y taken the lead in efforts to gain political
representati on. Moreover, nenbers of the (hicano mddl e class are the
nost likely torun for local office. [79 In both Vétsonville and
Slinas, the nobilization of workers and their famlies in a strike
spurred their politicia activismas well. This contributed greatly to
the ground swell necessary to end at-large el ections and to el ect
(hicanes to office. Smlarly, the recent victory in HronGalinga was
a grassroots effort initiated by Chicano parents and comnmuni ty nenbers
who were frustrated by the insensitivity of white principal s,
admnistrators, and school board nenters. In each case, grassroots
activity contributed to the fornation of an infrastructure that coul d
successfully chal I enge at-large el ections and run Chi cano candi dat es
for office. Ghicanos in Wtsonville and Salinas have begun to flex
their political nuscles. They are crowding city hall to denand
services, challenging school admnistrators, registering and voting in
| arge nunbers, and building grassroots nachines to el ect Chicanes to
office.
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Future Orection

Ending at-large el ections cannot be vi ened as a panacea.
Dstrict elections do not necesssarily increase minority and worki ng
class representation. [8] Nor does the existence of at-large el ections
necessarily preclude el ection of Chicano candidates. In snall towns
throughout Galifornia, Chicanos have been el ected to office under the
at-large system The gains, however, nay prove epheneral . Wt hout
singl e-nentber districts mnority candi dates nay be swept out of office
when white voters vote as a bloc wth high voter tunrout. [8] In sone
instances, establishing district elections may not have any inpact on
Chi cano representation. In San Jose, for exanpl e, there was only one
Chicano on the city council prior to district elections, which were
established in 1982 Seven years later, Banca Alvarado, a Chicana, is
the one representative of the | arge Chi cano popul ation on the San Jose
dty Quncil. It nay be necessary to redrawdistricts or even add
districts to insure greater Chicano representation. [827

Ending at-large el ections shoul d be vi ewed as nerely one el enent
of a broader strategy for increasing Chicano representation. Several
cities already have districts, but because of gerrynandering Chi canos
remain poorly represented. Los Angeles is a case inpoint. Mnorities
make up half of that city's popul ation, and Chicanos account for a full
third of the city. But in 1986, ten of fifteen city council nenbers
werewhite. It took action by the US Justice Departnent, a MALDEF
| awsui t, and considerable conmunity pressure to force the city to
expand the size of the council. There are nowtwo Chi canos on the Los

Angeles Aty Qouncil, Rchard Alatorre and Goria Mlina, both of whom
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are forner state legislators. Smlarly, the Qunty of Los Angel es has
been sued by MALDEF, the NAACP and the Justice Departnent to redraw the
district boundaries. The MALDEF suit woul d al so expand the size of the
Boar d. [ 83]

Reapportionnent is another issue. 1n 1991, followng the
census, Glliforniawl!l redrawits legislative district boundaries to
correspond wth changes in the state's popul ation. Chi cano
organi zations such as MALDEF and MAPA are nonitoring the census process
closely to insure an accurate count of Latinos. After the census, these
groups Wil need to pressure state legislature and local city
governnents to achieve equitabl e districting. [84] Qgani zati ons worki ng
for Chicano political enpowernent woul d be wel | advised to work in
conjunction wth Asian and Arican-Anerican counterparts to avoid
possi bl e conflicts and to aggregat e resources.

Denographi cs are on the side of Latinos in Glifornia. Nunbers
wll eventually result in greater political representation. |ncreased
representation, however, is not the sane as enpowernent. Enpower nent
invol ves a long process that begins when a coomunity affirns its
existence, clains rights duetoit, and nobilizes accordingly. [8
(hi canos enpowernent Wl require greater organi zation to battle for
Chicano interests and to chall enge the class and social relations that
have resulted in the present subordinate status of Chicanos. Renovi ng
the barriers to political representation, such as at-large el ections,
play an inportant role inthe struggle for equality, denocracy, and
sel f-determnation of Chicanos. The Vétsonville ruling and the Salinas
electoral victory are small, but significant steps on that |onger

pat h.
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