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The presentation by the National Conference of State Legislatures has given you a view of how some other states are working to make the redistricting process fairer and more transparent. Gwyneth Doland has provided you with an overview of the history of redistricting in New Mexico. I would like to talk about what we can do in New Mexico to make the redistricting process fairer and more transparent.

Earlier this year the U.S. Supreme Court refused to rule on two cases challenging state redistricting in North Carolina and Maryland and has said it is the responsibility of the states. Fourteen states already have independent legislative redistricting commissions. At least six other states are considering adopting some type of redistricting reform prior to 2021 and there is movement towards improvement in even more states. So what can we do in New Mexico?
First, I want to give a quick overview of the recent history of redistricting in New Mexico. From 1960 to 1991 New Mexico had to get pre-clearance by the US Department of Justice to ensure that the state’s maps complied with federal standards for fair representation. In 1995, the DOJ once again required pre-clearance after the 1992 amended maps violated the standards. In 2001, the maps the legislature approved and the governor signed were challenged by several parties. This cost New Mexico $1.7 million in litigation costs, and the courts drew the lines for the districts. In 2011 the redistricting process again failed. Numerous lawsuits, appeals, and counter-appeals resulted. Finally, in February 2012 a Federal District Court ruled that the New Mexico Supreme Court’s mapping decisions would stand. This cost the state and additional $5 million dollars in legal fees.

The lengthy court battles severely undermine the public’s confidence in the redistricting process and in their legislators.

After the 2011-12 redistricting, Common Cause and the League of Women Voters worked with Senator O’Neill to develop a Joint Resolution that would put the creation of an Independent Redistricting Commission on the ballot. That hasn’t happened, and there is little sign that there is legislative support for that constitutional amendment.

In an attempt to move past that impasse, last fall the League presented to this Committee a report on an Iowa-type redistricting model for New Mexico. Legislation based on that model, SB416, was filed in 2019 and passed Senate Rules 9-0, but went no further. 

Continued
Now the League of Women Voters of New Mexico has been funded to conduct a Fair Districts for New Mexico Project. In addition, the League of Women Voters of the U.S. (LWVUS) has made fair redistricting throughout the country a priority project. Right now Judy Williams of the New Mexico League is at a LWVUS  two-day conference on redistricting.  As part of the project we are approaching this Committee and other New Mexico policymakers with a proposal to initiate a discussion of how we can make the 2021 redistricting process fairer and more transparent. 

            As a step in that process we would like to see the 2020 legislature pass a memorial that would request that the Legislative Council create an Interim Redistricting Task Force with representatives from the Legislature, the Governor’s office, the Secretary of State and the public (see the attached draft). This task force would make recommendations to the 2021 Legislature on the 2021 redistricting process.  Checking with Legislative Council Services, there is precedence for such a task force. One was created for Medicaid reform and one for a Jobs Council. 
    There was an informal task force created by this Committee to receive public input on the statute that 
would create the State Ethics Commission. That informal task force was crucial to assuring the passage of effective State Ethics Commission legislation. We thank the Committee for that informal task force on ethics commission legislation and ask their support for a memorial that would create a more structured task force on redistricting.

      
Next year the League of Women Voters will celebrate its 100th anniversary. We can think of no greater anniversary gift than a fair & transparent redistricting process in New Mexico.
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