o BATON ROUGE —

Redrawing districts is state’s purview, lawyer says

Justice Dept. wom’t
interfers, be says

By Blii Barrow
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Barack Obama’s top civil rights
- lawyer told Liouisiana lawmak-
ers Wednesday that the Justice
Department has no intention of
mjeromanaging how the Leg-
‘islature grapples with redraw-
ing elected district lines on the
heels of the first post-Hurncane
Katrinha census.

The process will be particu-

larly sensitive giveh the chal- -

lenge of drawing 105 state House
districts and 39 state Senate
distriets for the 2011 elegtions
. without diluting the influence of
| Afriegh-American voters whose
| interests are protected by the
' Voting Rights Act of 1965. :
|- “We cannot offer advisory
~ opinions,” Assistant U.S. Attor-
. ney General Tom Perez told a
i joint legislative segsion. “When
| you submit a pldn, we can obvi—
. ously then trigger a process.”

' Perez heads the Justlee

Departmient’s Voting Rights Divi-
sion, which must review all Loui-
siana districting plans and other
election law changes. Responding
to a question from House Speak-

er Jim Tucker, R-Algiers, Perez -
said the post-Kafrina population

“shift, in particular its effect on
- mingrities, “is one of the $64,000

questions that will have to be
answered.”
“We have to wait and see what

the data shows,” he said. “Given.

the events of the past decade, it's
eritieglly important here to make
sure-that every person is indeed
counted.”

In general, federal officials
require states to show a good-
faith effort to avoid regression

-in the number of districts where -
‘minorities constitute enough

of a majority of the population
to make election of a minority
representative likely. To reach
desired goals, federal courts

allow districts'to vary in popu-
“lation by as much as 5 percent

from themean. But eourt.pree-

purpose” and will yield “no
diseriminatory effect” when
. implemented. :

Voting Rights Section chief
. Robert Berman said, “One thmg
"that is critical to- remember is
that our analysis looks at the sit-

" nation as it exists today. What is

happening with the population
on the ground with the situation
that is there now?™

" Tucker said he did not inter-
pret that as a license to reduce

_ the number of majority African-
- Ameriean distriets, even if they
-mnust be redistributed to areas.

outside New Orleans.

- Separately, Perez suggest-

ed that the partisan makeup of
Louisigna's legislative redistrict-
ing eommittees should not affect
federal approval of new dlStI’lCt
bouridaries.

The issue, which ‘has been
toiling since Tuc_ker a Republi-

can, shuffled several committee .

agsignments last month, came to

the fore as black Democrats told

the QObama administration offi-
cials of their conceris.”.
Without naming Tucker

.or specifieally referencing his

realignment maneuver, Rep.
Herbert. Dixon, D-Alexandria,

it - and Sen. Karen Carter Peter-
son,_'D—NeW Orleans, each asked .

Perez about the potential fallout
of a partisan imbalance in the
House and Governmental Affairs
Committee.

- The legislative process that
produces a pian should be open

" and inclusive, Perez said, but oth-

erwise the logistics are left to
lawmakers. “We each have a job
to do,” he said. Seating legisla-
tive eornmittees is “the joh that
you all have. Then we have the
job.of reviewing the submlssmn
that you put fo

Berman, however stressed to
lawmakers that should any chal-

- lenge to the lines arise, includ-

ing a third-party challenge,
the department and the'courts
wotld consider several factors

. about thé process. He and Perez

urged anyone with complaints
or-concerns to submit them to
the department as part of the
record. :

Tueker said he sees no legal
problem with the 2-to-1 advan-
tage that Republicans now enjoy

_on the panel, a margin that con-
- trasts with the 50-50. party split

in the lower chamber, which also
includes three independents and
two vacancies in heavily Demo-
cratic districts. He said he took
the Perez statements as endors-
ing that posxtmn o

Nonetheless, the speaker
repeated his intentions to add
two Democrats to the panel.

Dixon, meanwhile, disputed
the idea that Perez dismissed
Democrats’ coneerns: “I think he

was pﬁrposefully_ evasi\;e."

- Bill Barrow can be reached at bbarrow@
timespicayune.com or 225.342:5590.



