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neighbor who Iives four doors
A away in the Garden District is

running for the School Board.
But I can’t cast a baHot for this
candidate.

He does yard work, chats with
folks and plays with his children
within sight of my house (but out-
side the presence of TV caineras
and 20-somethings readily avail-
able to “spin” what he says.)

Despite the close proximity of
our homes, 11live in a different vot-
ing district. The lines were drawn a
decade ago so that a handful of
houses jut like a peninsula into an-
other precinct. Consequently, a few
homes on the south side of the
street vote for different public offi-
cials on all levels.

I've teased state Rep. Steve
Carter, a Republican, that he needs
a laparoscope to find our little
polyp in his district. State Rep.
Michael Jackson, No Party-Baton
Rouge, represents neighbors
across and down the street.

The truth is neither legislator re-
lies on this midcity neighborhood
for his votes. Most of the popula-
tion in Carter’s 68th District is
along either side of Perkins Road
from midcity out roughly to the
Country Club of Louisiank. Jack-
son’s 61st District lies primarily
on either side of North Foster Dri-
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ve from mideity to Hollywood
Street.

State Rep. Rick Gallot says he
and the House com-
mittee he chairs
want to address
neighborhoods, like
the Garden District,
whose voices have
been minimized by
splitting voters on
electoral maps.

“Unless there’s
sorne reason why
that line is drawn,”
said the Ruston De-
mocrat last week,
=——==— “then I think the
neighborhood should be whole.”

Gallot’s House Governmental
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Affairs Committee will play a ma-

Jjor role in redrawing the lines
from which Louisiana will elect lo-
cal, state and federal officials for
the next 10 years.

Redistricting is the reason why
state races around the country this
fall are more important than the
far more publicized elections for
federal office, say professional po-
litical experts, such as columnists
like Lou Cannen, analysts like Stu-
art Rothenberg, and scholars like
the University of Virginia's Larry
J. Sabato. If their predictions
brove accurate, and the Republi-

cans pick up a majority of the na-
tion’s governorships and the leg-
islative assemblies, then the GOP
would have power that far exceeds
whoever wins November’s con-
gressional elections.

The experts point out that the de-
cennial exercise to redraw district
lines to match population shifts is
controlled by those in power on a
state level, officials who, to quote
The New York Times last week,
“often try to gerrymander dis-
tricts to help themselves and their
parties win more elections.”

Louisiana doesn’t start re-elect-
ing legisiators until next year.
While twice as many Louisiana
voters are registered as Democ-
rats as Republicans, Republicans
win most federal and statewide
elections. Party affiliation won’t
play as big a role in Louisiana’s re-
districting calculus as it will in
other states, Gallot said.

The overriding element is the
state’s history of racism, which re-
quires the U.8. Justice Depart-
ment to approve any new electoral
maps, he says. Federal civil rights
lawyers want to ensure that black
voters are not divided in such as
way as to allow elected officials to
ignore their wants, he says.

*The electoral sea change on the
state level is going unnoticed as the
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nation’s voters focus instead on the
horse races for the U.S. Congress.
Sit in the audience, for instance,

"of a candidate forum for the 3rd

Congressional District. The impact
of Louisiana’s budget problems on

- the area’s economic health takes a

backseat to debate over which can-
didate hates iliegal immigrants
more. _

When Louisiana legislators con-
vene again, they will have to bal-
ance spending with far less rev-
enues than last year. Gov. Bobby
Jindal already has promised to veta
a budget that is balanced with more
taxes, or presumably by postponing
unplementatlon of tax breaks
passed during a more-flush time.
That means some people in the
Garden District are going to lose
their state government jobs.

Carter generally backs the gover-
nor. Jackson’s support is not as fre-
quent.

This is why redistricting is im-
portant. Carter and Jackson will
have far more say over who among
their districts works — and who
does not — than, say, the people
sneaking into the United States.

Mark Ballard is editor of The
Advocate’s Capitol news burear.
His e-mail address is mballard
@theadvocate.com




