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78th TEXAS LEGISLATURE /Remap plan gets approval by House /Both chambers vote to delay 2004 primaries 

By R.G. RATCLIFFE, POLLY ROSS HUGHES, ARMANDO VILLAFRANCA, RUTH RENDON
Staff

AUSTIN - A 24-week legislative battle came to a head Friday as the Texas House approved a Republican congressional redistricting plan and voted to delay the March 2004 primaries so the new districts can be used. 

The Senate approved moving the primary date, but as of late Friday had delayed the final vote that would send the redistricting plan to Gov. Rick Perry. The Senate took the redistricting bill hostage until the House passes a government reorganization bill that senators want. 

The debates were the climax of months of raucous legislative action that included quorum-busting walkouts, manhunts and Republican infighting. 

If the redistricting bill withstands legal challenges, it will result in the Republicans taking over the last bastion of Democratic control in Texas - a majority in the state's congressional delegation. 

The change in primary dates from March 2 to March 9 will push Texas out of the "Super Tuesday" multi-state presidential primary that likely will decide who is the Democratic presidential nominee. 

Some Democrats complained the new congressional districts would harm the voting rights of blacks who might want to vote for either of two black candidates in the presidential race. Others said moving the primary to accommodate a Republican redistricting plan was undemocratic. 

"In a democracy we do not move election dates," said Rep. Garnet Coleman, D-Houston. 

Rep. Jerry Madden, R-Richardson, said the primary had to be moved back because the redistricting bill will not take effect until Jan. 10. He said there needs to be time for candidate filing and ballot printing. He said the U.S. Defense Department needs 30 days to handle ballots for military personnel. 

"It's important that the military votes," Madden said. 

The redistricting plan passed the House 76-58. Seven Republicans voted against it, and two Democrats voted for it. Rep. Ron Wilson, D-Houston, was one of the Democratic supporters. 

Wilson had helped redesign District 25 in Houston to increase the odds a black politician could win. Wilson said he has "no intention" of running for the newly numbered District 9. 

But other likely congressional candidate names started emerging. 

Sen. Jon Lindsay, R-Houston said he is interested in running for a new District 10, which stretches from western Harris County to Austin. State Rep. Talmadge Heflin, D-Houston, said he believes former congressional candidate Peter Waring also likely will run for that seat. 

Lindsay said he expects a crowded Republican primary field of candidates for a new District 2, including Republican activist Clint Moore , County Judge Robert Eckels, state Rep. Peggy Hamric and state District Judge Ted Poe. 

The legislative debate had not even concluded Friday before a group of Austin residents announced they will sue to halt implementation of the redistricting plan. 

They objected to plans to cut Travis County three ways and put parts of Austin in districts linked either to the Rio Grande Valley or in District 10. Like minorities across Texas, the Austin group claims the plan diminishes the power of their vote. 

Travis County Commissioner Ron Davis, who is black, said, "This is segregation by gerrymandering. It is political red-lining. It is not fair." 

Perry, who is expected to sign the redistricting bill into law, said he believes the plan will be upheld when it undergoes legal scrutiny by the U.S. Justice Department and federal courts. 

"To say guarantee, slam dunk, this is going to be what happens, I wouldn't do that," Perry said. "I would say every effort within reason was made to address all the voting rights issues and any other legal challenges that could be there." 

Republicans claim the plan is fair to minorities because they say it includes nine Hispanic districts and three black districts. 

Sen. Todd Staples, R-Palestine, said the map makes "great strides" in giving blacks and Hispanics an opportunity to send two more minorities to Congress. 

But Democrats say the state actually loses a minority district because the district of U.S. Rep. Henry Bonilla, R-San Antonio, has its Hispanic population reduced to the point where they do not determine the outcome of an election. 

Sen. Mario Gallegos, D-Houston, in Senate debate accused Republicans of packing blacks and Hispanics in Dallas, Houston and South Texas districts they hold. He said the map splits minority communities in places where they help elect Democrats in other districts. 

"I'm looking at three Noah's Arks, and you've put every black and Hispanic you can in those areas," Gallegos said. "You're packing all Hispanics and blacks." 

The map will be subject to review under the federal Voting Rights Act by the U.S. Justice Department and the federal courts for possible violations of minority voting rights. 

Sen. Steve Ogden, R-Bryan, said Democrats seem to think only Democrats can represent minorities. He noted there are two statewide elected officials who are black Republicans. 

"Is it fair to stereotype all minorities as Democrats?" Ogden said. 

The redistricting plan could create a 22-10 Republican majority in the state's delegation to the U.S. House. 

Democrats currently hold a 17-15 majority under a plan that was drawn by the three-judge federal court in 2001 after the Legislature failed to act. 

House sponsor Rep. Phil King, R-Weatherford, said the plan was drafted for a single purpose: "My objective, and I've been consistent, is to elect more Republicans." 

King said last year 56.6 percent of the vote cast in congressional races in 2002 went to Republican candidates but current district lines keep the GOP from winning even half the seats. 

"I don't think anyone owns a district," King said. "I didn't personally target any member of Congress." 

Rep. Mark Homer, D-Paris, said the plan harms all of Texas by eliminating Democratic seniority seats on major congressional committees. 

"If this map is passed, Texas will lose very powerful leadership in Washington. This experience and clout we have will vanish," Homer said. 

Democratic congressmen almost sure to lose their seats under the map are U.S. Reps. Max Sandlin of Marshall, Jim Turner of Crockett, Nick Lampson of Beaumont, Martin Frost of Dallas and Lloyd Doggett of Austin. 

Democratic U.S. Reps. Charles Stenholm of Abilene and Ralph Hall of Rockwall would have their re-elections seriously endangered. 

U.S. Reps. Gene Green and Chris Bell Houston Democrats, are both drawn out of their Democratic districts. Green probably can move back into his district and win re-election. 

Bell also could return to his district and run for re-election with an incumbent's advantage. But an increased black population in the district might lead to his defeat by a black challenger in the Democratic Primary. 

... 

ROAD MAP TO A REMAP 

Nov. 14, 2001 - Three-judge federal court redraws congressional districts after the Legislature fails to do so. The court protected incumbents and gave Republicans two new districts that Texas received in the national reapportionment after the 2000 Census. 

April 23, 2003 - Attorney General Gregg Abbott issues an opinion that the Legislature is not required to do congressional redistricting but can if it wants. 

April 24 - U.S. House Majority Leader Tom DeLay, R-Sugar Land, travels to Austin to urge Gov. Rick Perry, Lt. Gov. David Dewhurst and Speaker Tom Craddick to pass a redistricting bill. 

April 30-May 7 - House Redistricting Committee holds raucous hearings that result in a proposed map to eliminate eight Democratic incumbent congressmen. 

May 12 - Fifty-five House Democrats stage a quorum-breaking walkout. Fifty-one go to Ardmore, Okla., to avoid arrest. Craddick and DeLay try to use state and federal agencies in the manhunt. 

May 16 - House Democrats return. Their quorum break kills the bill. 

June 30 - Perry calls the first special session on redistricting. Senate Democrats have the votes to block redistricting under Senate procedures. 

July 28 - Dewhurst says he will no longer use the procedure that empowered the Democrats to block the legislation. Eleven Democratic senators fly to Albuquerque, N.M., to break the Senate quorum. The session ends a day early, and Perry calls a second special session. 

Aug. 26 - Second special session ends in failure for the Republicans. The Democratic boycott kept the Senate from ever meeting. 

Sept. 5 - Sen. John Whitmire, D-Houston, abandons the boycott. Remaining senators give up boycott four days later. 

Sept. 15 - Third special session begins. Craddick and Sen. Robert Duncan, R-Lubbock, become deadlocked on how to draw West Texas districts. Republican infighting threatens to doom the bill. 

Oct. 6 - DeLay returns to Austin, spends three days in shuttle diplomacy between House and Senate Republicans to break the impasse. 

Oct. 10 - The House votes to send a congressional redistricting plan to Perry, who has said he will sign it into law. Plan likely would replace 17-15 Democratic majority in the state's congressional delegation with a 22-10 Republican majority.

