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Full Representation Voting
Systems in Alabama

Background

Full representation voting methods were
first adopted in Alabama during the
1980s. Today there are 28 governing
bodies elected by cumulative voting or
versions of the one-vote system.

Nearly all have elected African Ameri-
cans for the first time after adoption of
full representation. Most have elected
more women and had higher turnout.

With the one-vote system, voters cast
one vote in an election for more than
one seat. With cumulative voting vot-
ers have the same number of votes as
seats, but are able to “plump” more
than one vote on a single candidate,

In 1985, the Alabama Democratic
Conference (ADC) decided to chal-
lenge at-large elections statewide. As a
result of this lawsuit, many localities
were required to change their voting
systems to provide racial minorities with
a better opportunity to elect candi-
dates of choice. The ADC proposed full
representation in some places where it
was not clear that a single-member dis-
trict system would boost minority repre-
sentation. The jurisdictions that adopted
full representation have much in com-
mon. 90.3 percent are municipalities,
and sixteen have a black population
that is less than 25 percent.

Full representation has helped realize
the goal of voting rights advocates to
have fair systems where the minority

has a real voice in the political system.

Advantages of Full Representation

U Eliminates requirement of jurisdictions to redis-
trict themselves every 10 years

[l Boosts access to representation for racial mi-
norities and women

[0 Allows candidates to win with less campaign
spending

O Increases the potential pool of high-quality
candidates

Making Strategic Decision:
How Many Candidates to Run?

Full representation systems work best when
those seeking to elect candidates of choice un-
derstand the incentives of a particular system.
One key strategic decision to make with cumu-
lative voting and the one-vote system is decid-
ing how many candidates from your particular
community should run. The ADC has pointed out
that if several black The ADC has suggested
that if several black candidates compete to-
gether against all other candidates in an open
field, chances increase that no black candidate
will win. While this can be a real concern,
more than one black candidate can win under
appropriate conditions. The municipalities of
Kinsey and Waldo both have elected two
black candidates at the same time in one elec-
tion cycle.

Summary
Full representation has made a difference in
Alabama. Cumulative voting and the one-vote
system have given many Alabama localities
the opportunity to elect local governments that
look like their communities. African Ameri-
cans, women, and substantial political minori-
ties now have a fair opportunity to voice and
represent their concerns and interests. There is
no perfect voting system, of course, because
not everyone agrees on the goals of an elec-
tion system. But as a means to provide fair
and full representation, cumulative voting and
the one vote system have worked well in Ala-
bama since their adoption.

Case Study: Chilton County

Chilton County adopted cumulative voting as
part of a voting rights settlement. In 1990, Afri-
can Americans constituted only 10% of the
county's yig age population, and no African
American had been elected to the county commis-
sion in the 20th century.
But African Ameri-
can Bobby Agee
finished first in the
initial cumulative
voting election for
seven commission seats in 1988
while spending just $500 and receiving little
support from white voters. He has been re-
elected three times and served as commission
chair.

The Chilton County experience with cumulative
voting is not unique. African American voters
in other settings have also been able to elect
candidates of their choice through this system.
As these experiences demonstrate, the representa-
fion of politically cohesive minority groups do not
have to be dependent on where the group's vot-
ers happen to live.

Community Education Lessons

[l Use local newspapers as a tool to educate the
public about new system.

O Hold community meetings to discuss new system.

0 Encourage members of the County Commission
and Board of Education to spread word of the
new system to friends and neighbors

Since adoption of cumulative voting, Chilton
County voters have elected their first black can-
didates to County Commission and school board
which better reflects the partisan breakdown .



