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Prison gerrymandering

HOW the Census distorts democracy in Framingham and other towns hosting prisons

By Aleks Kajstura
Guest Columnist

hen the first
town meeting
in the United

States was held 380 years
ago in Dorchester, people
behind bars were probably
the last thing on the par-
ticipants’ minds. But to-
day, the way the Census
Bureau counts people in
prison creates big prob-
lems for the principle of
“one person one vote.” Ba-
sically, if you live on the
other side of town from a
prison or jail, your politi-
cal clout in town meeting
‘might be diluted. (And if
you live in a town with no
jail at all, youre probably
missing out on represen-
tation at the state house -
but more on that later.)
So what does the loca-
tion of the jail have to do
with how much your vote
is worth? It all starts with

the U.S. Census.

The Census Bureau
counts incarcerated peo-
ple at prison lacations -
where they neither vote
nor legally reside - rath-
er than at their home ad-
dresses. When towns use
this flawed data to draw
precincts for town meeting
representatives, they grant
undue political power to
people who live near jails
and dilute the votes cast
everywhere else. Although
often unintentional, this
“prison gerrymandering”
results in significant vot-
ing inequality.

My new report, “Pris-
on Gerrymandering in
Massachusetts: How the
Census Bureau prison
miscount invites phan-
tom constituents to town
meeting,” reveals that the
Census Bureau’s meth-
od of counting incarcerat-
ed populations leads sev-
en Massachusetts towns

to dilute the votes of their
own residents.

In Framingham, for ex-
ample, two representatives
of Precinct 16 are attrib-
uted to the precinct based
solely on the people count-
ed at the South Middlesex
Correctional Center and
MCI Framingham. That
gives the actual residents
of that precinct 20 percent
more political influence in
town affairs than residents
of any other precinct.

I found similar vote dis-

- tortion problems in‘the

towns of Billerica, Dart-
mouth, Dedham, Ludlow,
Plymouth, and Walpole, -
which each contain a pre-
cinct where between 17
and 35 percent of the pre-
cinct’s representatives are
directly attributable to the
Census Bureau’s prison
miscount.

Although these voting
inequalities are striking,
my interviews with state

and local government of-
ficials revealed that the
towns did not intention-
ally engage in prison ger-
rymandering. For most

of these Massachusetts
towns, the Census Bu-
reau’s prison miscount just
wasn’t on the radar at re-
districting time.

Fortunately, there are
simple solutions available
to towns. The seven towns
can follow the lead of the
more than 200 other local
governments around the
country that already make
simple adjustments in
their local redistricting da-
ta to keep the Census Bu-
reau’s prison counts from
distorting local democracy.

Now, as promised, how
does this all impact your
representation in the state
Legislature?

Like in many other
states, prison gerryman-
dering in Massachusetts
isn’t limited to local town

districts. Our state legisla-
tive districts are also based
on the same flawed Cen-
sus data, and are there-
fore needlessly skewed by
the Census Bureau’s pris-
on miscount. Although

the Massachusetts Special
Joint Committee on Redis-
tricting used the distorted
Census data when they re-
districted our state House
and Senate districts, the
co-chairs of the commit-
tee recognized the need for
change, accurately con-
cluding that “the way pris-
oners are currently count-
ed does a disservice to

the state and should be
changed”

Since the Census Bureau
is the only entity with the
power to solve the prob-
lem nationwide, hope-
fully, the Bureau will just
put an end to prison ger-
rymandering by count-
ing everybody according to
their home address in the

next census. The new di-
rector of the Census Bu-
reau, John Thompson, re-
cently stated that he has
not yet decided how prison
populations will be count-
ed in the 2020 Census, but
is actively seeking stake-
holder input: Massachu-
setts is already poised to
take a strong stand, with a
resolution pending before
the state legislature urging
the Census Bureau to do
what’s right for democracy.

Massachusetts has a
long history of standing up
for democracy. We should
continue that legacy by
sending the message that
prison gerrymandering
has no place in our state or
local governments.

Aleks Kajstura is legal di-
rector of the Prison Pol-
icy Initiative, based in
Northampton. For more
information, visit www.
prisonpolicy.org.



