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Abstract and Keywords

Redistricting—also known as redistribution and delimitation—refers to the redrawing of 
the boundaries of geographically based districts for electing representatives to legislative 
office. A majority of countries rely to some degree on electoral districts that must be 
delimited, but the impact that redistricting has depends on the electoral system in place, 
as well as the authority assigned the task of redistricting, the role that parliament and the 
courts play in the process, and the rules that govern the redistricting process. This 
chapter discusses the redistricting practices countries have adopted and considers their 
potential impact on the election process and its outcome.
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Redistricting refers to the redrawing of the boundaries of geographically based districts 
for electing representatives to legislative office. This process is known as redistricting in 
the United States; redistribution in the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, and New 
Zealand; and delimitation in India and many other countries, especially in Asia and 
Africa.  Perceptions about the importance of redistricting vary dramatically—in most 
countries it is viewed as simply a technical exercise that rarely registers on the political 
radar. However, in other countries, particularly the United States, contentious partisan 
battles are fought over the district lines and the courts are often asked to intervene.

The impact that redistricting has on the election outcome depends on the type of 
electoral system in place. The configuration of electoral districts is important in systems 
that rely solely on single-member or small multimember districts, with no preference 
voting scheme to counterbalance any disproportionality of votes to seats. Redistricting is 
less important in proportional representation systems, including mixed systems with a 
district component.
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Even if the district boundaries have little impact on the outcome of an election, they still 
have consequences. Members and aspiring candidates for parliament, communities of 
interest, and individual voters are affected by the districts they are placed into, drawn out 
of, or divided by. How the lines are drawn will be determined by which authority is 
assigned the task of redistricting and the rules established to guide the process.

Redistricting matters not only because electoral district boundaries have consequences 
but also because a majority of the world’s countries rely on districts to elect their 
representatives to the legislature. In a survey conducted by the author in 2005, sixty of 
the eighty-seven countries (69 percent) for which information was available reported 
delimiting electoral districts. The breakdown by region of the countries that delimit 
electoral districts is found in Table 1 (Handley 2008a).

Table 1 Percentage of countries, by region, that delimit electoral districts

Region Percent of Countries in 
Region That Delimit 
Electoral Districts

Number of Countries in Region 
for Which Information Was 
Available

Americas 57% 21

Europe 62% 34

Africa 73% 15

Middle 
East

100% 2

Asia 91% 11

Australia 
and Pacific 
Islands

100% 4

TOTAL 69% 87

While redistricting practices vary across the many countries that delimit electoral 
districts, these practices can be roughly divided into those designed to eliminate politics 
from the process and those that encourage political influence in the redistricting process. 
The discussion that follows describes the redistricting practices countries have adopted 
and considers the potential these practices have for excluding politics from the 
redistricting process.3
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Electoral Systems and Redistricting
The redistricting of electoral boundaries is most commonly associated with plurality or 
majority electoral systems. Both of these systems rely heavily, if not exclusively, on single-
member electoral districts. These districts must be redrawn periodically to reflect shifts 
in the population; failure to redraw at regular intervals is likely to produce 
malapportioned districts.  The boundary configurations of single-member districts in 
plurality and majority systems are particularly significant because the number of seats 
that a political party wins in the legislature depends not only on the proportion of the 
votes it receives but also on where those votes were cast.

Plurality and majority systems, however, are not the only types of electoral systems that 
require the periodic redrawing of electoral districts; some proportional and 
semiproportional systems also require redistricting. While electoral boundaries in party 
list proportional systems are rarely redrawn,  mixed electoral systems that employ both 
party list proportional representation and single-member electoral districts must be 
regularly redistricted. The influence district configurations have on the outcome of the 
election depends on whether the party list seats in the mixed system correct for any 
distortions in the relationship between seats and votes produced by the single-member 
districts. In countries with mixed-member proportional (MMP) systems, such as Germany 
and New Zealand, seats allocated under the party list system are used to compensate for 
any distortions in the seats-to-votes ratio produced at the electoral district level. 
However, in countries that use mixed-member majoritarian (MMM) rules, such as Russia, 
where party list seats are simply added to the seats won at the electoral district level, the 
partisan seats-to-votes ratio is likely to be distorted to some degree. In this type of mixed-
member system, the redistricting process is more important because it can have a more 
pronounced effect on the partisan composition of the legislature.

There is another type of proportional representation system that requires regular 
redistricting: the single transferable vote (STV) system. Ireland and Malta, because they 
rely on small multimember districts to rank candidates, must redraw electoral boundaries 
on a regular basis.  Other types of (semi- or nonproportional) electoral systems that 
require some delimitation of electoral districts include two-round, alternative, and 
multimember nontransferable vote (MNTV) systems.

Authority Responsible for Redistricting
Because the configuration of electoral boundaries can have an impact on the outcome of 
the election, at least in less-than-proportional electoral systems, it matters which 
authority is tasked with this responsibility. During the nineteenth century, in Europe and 
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in self-governing European colonies around the world, redistricting was carried out by 
the legislature. Gerrymandering (drawing districts to intentionally favor one political 
party at the expense of others) and other electoral abuses were not uncommon.

These abuses led a number of countries to adopt reforms designed to remove political 
influences from the redistricting process. They established independent, nonpartisan 
commissions to redraw the electoral boundaries. Neutral (nonpolitical) criteria have been 
identified for the commissioners to take into account; these are often enshrined in the 
constitution or electoral law. The public also has been encouraged to participate in the 
process. If the legislature is granted any role at all in the reformed redistricting process, 
it is simply to approve the legislation incorporating the new boundaries.

The United Kingdom, for example, adopted a nonpartisan approach to redistricting 
several generations ago, and many of the long-standing democracies that it once ruled 
have followed suit: Australia, New Zealand, and Canada, as well as many of the 
Caribbean countries (e.g., Bahamas, Barbados, Cayman Islands, St. Lucia, and St. Vincent 
and the Grenadines). In addition, several Anglophone African countries (e.g., Botswana, 
Namibia, and Zimbabwe) have also adopted boundary commissions for delimiting 
constituencies.

These independent boundary commissions are usually composed of nonpartisan civil 
servants and professionals with expertise in election administration, geography, 
demography, or statistics. In Australia, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom, for 
example, the commissions include election officers, as well as the Director of Ordnance 
Survey (United Kingdom) and the Surveyor-General (Australia and New Zealand). In 
Canada, academics knowledgeable about elections or geography are often asked to serve 
as commissioners. Judges play a prominent role on many boundary commissions: judges 
chair the commissions in Canada and New Zealand; judges serve as Deputy Chairs of the 
four boundary commissions in the United Kingdom (England, Scotland, Wales, and 
Northern Ireland); and, in India, two of the three members of the Delimitation 
Commission are required to be judges. It is noteworthy that members of parliament, state 
legislators, and representatives of political parties are usually specifically excluded (by 
law) from serving on these boundary commissions.

The electoral law in many countries includes redistricting in the mandate of the national 
election commission, rather than convening a commission specifically for redrawing 
electoral boundaries. This assignment is typically accompanied by a list of criteria to take 
into account and instructions on how often redistricting is to be undertaken. In most 
countries, the election commission operates independently from the legislature, although 
legislative approval of the redrawn boundaries may be required. However, in some 
countries, electoral commissions are compromised by political ties to the executive.

The United States is one of the very few consolidated democracies that has failed to 
reform its redistricting process. Once Congress apportions congressional seats to the 
states, each of the fifty states is responsible for drawing the allotted number of 
congressional districts within its own borders. Each state adopts its own redistricting 
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procedures, and most states assign the task of congressional redistricting to the state 
legislature—legislators in 83.7 percent of states drew congressional districts after the 
2010 census (Levitt 2015).  Because political actors are permitted to control the process, 
redistricting is usually an exercise in partisan gerrymandering, with the political party in 
charge of the redistricting process drawing electoral maps to its best advantage.
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The Role of the Courts in Redistricting

After the electoral boundaries have been finalized and, if necessary, approved by the 
legislature, the redistricting process is complete in many countries. However, some 
countries permit legal challenges to the newly drawn electoral boundaries. Court 
intervention is a regular feature of the redistricting process in only one country, however
—the United States.

There is a constitutional or statutory bar on court intervention in the delimitation process 
in some countries. Examples include India, Pakistan, and Nepal in Asia; Tanzania in 
Africa; Barbados and Trinidad and Tobago in the Caribbean; and Australia and New 
Zealand in the South Pacific. How far this hampers court consideration of the delimitation 
process and its outcome varies, however. In India, the Supreme Court has consistently 
expressed its reluctance to litigate issues related to delimitation. The courts in Pakistan, 
however, have been more ready to contemplate challenges related to constituency 
delimitation. In Australia, the courts have intervened on constitutional questions, mostly 
related to the question of population equality and how this is to be balanced with other 
redistricting requirements.

The constitution and electoral law are silent on the role of the judiciary in the 
redistricting process in most countries. If there is a lack of litigation, it is either because 
of an absence of legal challenges (e.g., Fiji, Singapore, Cayman Islands, Mexico)  or a 
signal by the courts that such challenges will not be readily considered. The United 
Kingdom is an example of the latter.

Few legal challenges to the redistribution process and the resulting boundaries have been 
filed in the United Kingdom, and none has succeeded. The primary reason challenges 
have failed is a 1983 case in which the court imposed a very difficult burden of proof for 
claimants to meet before judicial review of the redistribution process or its resulting 
constituency plan would be granted. In R. v. Boundary Commission for England ex parte 

Foot, the court held that consideration of the recommendations of the Boundary 
Commission had to rely on the claim that the commission had clearly failed to follow the 
rules, and that its recommendations were such that no reasonable commission could 
possibly have made them.

Delimitation plans can be challenged in court and have been, at least to a limited degree, 
in the African countries of Ghana, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Uganda, and Kenya, as well as a 
number of Caribbean countries (e.g., St. Kitts and Nevis, Antigua and Barbuda, and 
Dominica). In Asia, the Japanese courts have faced questions regarding the delimitation 
of constituencies (Moriwaki 2008 and Hasebe 2007), as have courts in Malaysia (Grace 
2006a).  The issue of delimitation has been considered on a number of occasions by the 

Conseil constitutionnel in France (Balinksi 2008), including its relatively recent decision 
upholding the validity of the 2010 redrawing of constituency boundaries.
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The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, enacted in 1982, provided Canadians with 
the first constitutional mechanism for challenging electoral boundaries. Since then, the 
courts have cautiously intervened in the redistribution process. The first case to consider 
the justiciability of a redistribution plan in light of the Charter was Dixon v. Attorney 
General of British Columbia.  The Dixon case, decided by the British Columbia Supreme 
Court in 1989, involved a challenge to the provincial constituencies in British Columbia, 
which varied in population from 86.8 percent below to 63.2 percent above the electoral 
quota. The Court found that the province’s electoral districts violated the right to vote as 
set out in the Charter and ruled that a new set of constituencies be drawn.

The courts have not gone on to adopt the strict “one person, one vote” standard that US 
courts have embraced, however. The Supreme Court of Canada made it clear, in 

Reference re Provision Electoral Boundaries (Saskatchewan), that the law did not 
guarantee absolute equality of votes, but rather “effective representation” and “[f]actors 
like geography, community history, community interests and minority representation may 
need to be taken into account to ensure that our legislative assemblies effectively 
represent the diversity of our social mosaic.”

Since this 1991 decision, Canadian courts have tended to defer to boundary commissions, 
although they have stepped in when they considered a constituency map particularly 
egregious.  For example, the Prince Edward Island Supreme Court declared Prince 
Edward Island provincial constituencies with significant population variations (the 
smallest district was 63 percent below the electoral quota and the largest was 115 
percent above it) to be in violation of the Charter in Mackinnon v. Prince Edward Island in 
1993.

The United States is the major exception to limited judicial involvement in redistricting. 
Since the US Supreme Court ruled in 1962 that voters could challenge redistricting 
plans,  American courts have become active participants in the process and have, in the 
course of resolving disputes, established many of the rules that govern the redistricting 
process. In addition, the courts have been called upon to actually draw the electoral 
district boundaries when a state legislature is unable to agree on a redistricting plan or to 
produce a plan that satisfies legal requirements. For example, in the redistricting cycle 
that began after the release of the 2010 census, the courts were asked to intervene in 
forty-two of the fifty states (84 percent). According to Justin Levitt, “Courts reviewed 
congressional districts (or stepped in to correct legislative inaction) in 22 states, declared 
new districts unlawful in two states (Florida and Texas, later vacated), and actually drew 
the lines (or some of the lines) themselves in 9 states” (Levitt 2015).

The US Supreme Court’s initial involvement with the redistricting process concerned the 
issue of equal population between districts. The court has also recognized the right of 
voters to challenge redistricting plans as dilutive of minority voting rights  or as 
unconstitutional partisan gerrymanders.  More recently, racial “gerrymanders” have 
been declared unconstitutional.  The result of these decisions has been that American 
courts play a very prominent role in the redistricting process—the courts have decreed 
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not only how much population variation is too much but also what minority groups, 
political parties, and communities of interest might expect representation and under what 
circumstances.

Redistricting Rules
Rules governing the redistricting process can have a decided effect on how the electoral 
districts are shaped. These rules include whether seats must first be allocated to 
territorial units within the country before drawing electoral districts and, if so, by what 
formula; how often redistricting must be undertaken; what criteria the boundary 
authority must take into account; and whether the public should have access to the 
process.

Constituency Seat Allocation across States or Provinces

Many countries allocate parliamentary seats to territorial units on the basis of population 
before drawing constituency boundaries within these territorial units. This is especially 
true in federal systems such as the United States, Canada, and Australia. This allocation 
process has often produced malapportioned districts, especially when provisions are 
made to guarantee territorial units a specific number of seats regardless of population.

The US Constitution requires the apportionment of seats among the states by population 
but guarantees every state at least one seat. This guarantee, along with a predetermined 
number of seats (435), means that state population quotas vary widely from that of the 
national quota. For example, the range following the 2010 round of redistricting was from 
+39.9 percent (Montana, which is the largest state with only one seat) to –25.8 percent 
(Rhode Island, which is the smallest state granted more than one seat).

The formula for allocating constituencies to the provinces in Canada is based on a set 
electoral quota (established by law), but there are additional clauses that guarantee a 
minimum number of seats to certain provinces.  The implementation of these clauses 
generates a wide disparity in electoral quotas across the ten provinces and three 
territories of Canada. The redistribution based on the 2011 census and completed in 
2013, for example, produced a range in provincial deviations from the national quota of 
+9.0 percent (Alberta) to –64.3 percent (Prince Edward Island).

Until recently, British law guaranteed a minimum number of seats to Scotland (71) and 
Wales (35), a minimum and maximum number of seats for Northern Ireland (16 to 18), 
and a total number of seats (613) to Great Britain (England, Wales, and Scotland 
combined). This meant that England has been underrepresented and Scotland, Wales, and 
Northern Ireland overrepresented in the House of Commons in the United Kingdom. 
However, the Scotland Act of 1998 reduced the number of parliamentary seats granted to 
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Scotland, pegging the number of seats awarded to the electoral quota for England. This 
reduced the overrepresentation of Scotland, relative to England. In the Fifth Periodic 
Review (2000 to 2007)—the most recent to date—the four countries deviated from the UK 
electoral quota of 68,175 as follows: England +1.8 percent, Wales –18.4 percent, Scotland 
–0.7 percent, and Northern Ireland –10.6 percent.

Frequency of Redistricting

The majority of countries that delimit electoral districts have established some mandatory 
time interval within which redistricting must occur. Although there is no standard time 
period, the range is not particularly large: from every three years (the Seychelles), to 
every twelve to fourteen years in France, to as much as every twenty years in Nepal.

The most popular choice for periodic delimitation appears to be ten years: Botswana, 
Japan, Kenya, Lesotho, Malaysia, Mauritius, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, Papua New 
Guinea, Tanzania, and Yemen all have electoral laws or constitutional provisions requiring 
delimitation at least every ten years (Handley 2008a).  The United States and Canada 
also require redistricting every ten years, following the release of the decennial census.

Bahamas, Fiji, New Zealand, Turkey, and Zimbabwe redraw their electoral districts every 
five years. Australia delimits at least every seven years. In the United Kingdom, the 
Parliamentary Constituencies Act of 1986 dictates that redistribution occur every eight to 
twelve years.  Ireland is required to delimit multimember constituencies for its single 
transferable electoral system every twelve years (Coakley 2008).

The establishment of a mandatory time interval does not necessarily mean that 
redistricting will occur. Legislatures in a number of countries, including the United States 
and Canada, refused to redraw district boundaries to preserve their power at a time when 
the population balance was shifting from rural to urban areas. It required court 
intervention in the United States and law reform in Canada to prompt the redrawing of 
the district boundaries. More recently, although the Indian Constitution stipulates that 
delimitation should occur every ten years following the decennial census, the 
delimitations that should have occurred in 1981 and 1991 were suspended by a 1976 
amendment to the constitution. Following the delimitation initiated after the 2001 census 
and finally approved by parliament in 2008, redistricting was again suspended, this time 
until the first census after 2026 (which will be in 2031) (Handley 2015).  As a 
consequence, the interval between the Fourth and Fifth delimitations (2001 to 2031), like 
the interval between the Third and the Fourth delimitation (1971 to 2001), will be thirty 
years.

The triggers for redistricting, other than a specified time period, include a national 
census, a change in the number of seats apportioned to an administrative region, changes 
in administrative boundaries, and reaching a prescribed level of malapportionment. For 
example, in the Czech Republic, the prescribed level of malapportionment prompting 
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redistricting is 15 percent; in Germany, the trigger is a 25 percent deviation from the 
population quota.

Redistricting Criteria

Countries often identify a set of criteria the boundary authority is obliged to consider 
when drawing electoral districts. These rules are usually listed in the constitution or 
electoral law, but they may be the result of court precedents (this is the case in the 
United States, for example). The rules very often specify that districts should be as equal 
in population as possible. Other common criteria typically include taking into account 
administrative and/or natural boundaries and other geographic features such as sparsely 
populated or isolated territory; respect for communities of interest; and, especially in 
developing countries, taking into account the means of transportation and/or 
communication.

Equal Population
Most countries with single-member districts that have established formal redistricting 
criteria require districts to be as equal in population as possible. The population data 
used to measure equality vary and include total resident population (as enumerated via a 
national census), the number of registered voters, and, in some European countries with 
a civil registry, citizen population. There are also variations in how far boundary 
authorities are permitted to deviate from population equality when constructing 
constituencies. Countries that have set specific limits to the permissible departure from 
the population quota have established limits that range from “virtually no deviation 
allowed” (the United States) to as high as a 30 percent tolerance limit (Singapore).

No other country requires deviations as small as the “one person, one vote” standard that 
has been imposed by US courts since the early 1960s. In the 1983 court case Karcher v. 
Daggett, the US Supreme Court held that there is no point at which population deviations 
in a congressional redistricting plan can be considered inconsequential and rejected a 
New Jersey congressional redistricting plan that had a total population deviation of only 
0.7 percent.  Following this decision, most states interpreted Karcher as requiring the 
adoption of congressional redistricting plans with exact mathematical population equality. 
Although the courts later upheld the legality of some redistricting plans that had less 
than the minimum population variation possible, none of the plans upheld contained total 
deviations of even 1 percent.

New Zealand and Yemen allow deviations of up to 5 percent from the population quota. 
Australia,  Belarus, Italy, and the Ukraine specify 10 percent as the maximum allowable 
deviation in the electoral law. Armenia, Germany, and the Czech Republic allow 
population deviations of no more than 15 percent. Zimbabwe and Papua New Guinea 
have set the maximum allowable deviation at 20 percent.
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In Canada, the independent commissions charged with creating federal electoral districts 
are allowed to deviate by up to 25 percent from the provincial quotas. But since 1986, 
commissions have been permitted to exceed the 25 percent limit under “extraordinary 
circumstances.” This provision was used to create five seats in the Canadian House of 
Commons in 1987, and two seats in 1996, 2003, and 2013.

Although the United Kingdom set a 25 percent limit on deviations from the electoral 
quota in 1944, this standard was repealed only two years later because the boundary 
commissions found it impossible to comply with this given the other criteria they were 
required to meet. In fact, the vast majority of constituencies fell within 25 percent of the 
electoral quota set for the four constituent countries in the Fifth Periodic Review (the last 
review to date). Three of the four constituencies that exceeded 25 percent were island 
communities (the Isle of Wight in England and the Western Isles and Orkney and 
Shetland in Scotland) that the Boundary Commissions of England and Scotland 
determined presented special circumstances.

Geographic Factors
Perhaps the most common geographic factor listed by countries is consideration for local 
administrative boundaries. For example, this as a criterion is considered in Bangladesh, 
Barbados, Botswana, Bulgaria, Cameroon, Canada, Croatia, Czech Republic, Fiji, France, 
Germany, India, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, Kenya, Lithuania, Malaysia, Mexico, Pakistan, 
Panama, Tanzania, Uganda, the United Kingdom, and Yemen (Handley 2008a). 
Geographic factors also might encompass such features as river valleys and islands, as 
well as natural barriers like mountain ranges and rivers. The remoteness of a territory 
and its population density are also sometimes mentioned as factors to consider when 
delimiting constituency boundaries (e.g., Botswana, Malaysia, Nepal, and the United 
Kingdom). In Malaysia, the Election Commission is required to weight sparsely populated 
rural constituencies in a manner to guarantee their overrepresentation in the legislature.

Communities of Interest
The rationale for recognizing communities of interest in redistricting is the notion that 
electoral districts should be more than conglomerations of arbitrary, random groups of 
individuals—they should, as much as possible, be cohesive units with common interests 
related to representation. This makes a representative’s job of articulating the interests 
of his or her constituency much easier. There are varying instructions to take into account 
communities of interest. German electoral law states that constituencies should form a 
“coherent” area. Nepal, Pakistan, and Papua New Guinea electoral laws instruct the 
boundary authority to consider “community and diversity of interest” or “homogeneity 
and heterogeneity of the community.” Australian electoral law stipulates that the 
Redistribution Committee shall give due consideration to “community of interests within 
the proposed Electoral Division, including economic, social and regional interests.” A 
handful of countries offer more explicit instructions as to which communities of interest 
are particularly pertinent when redistricting. In Hungary, for example, the boundary 
authority is to take account of ethnic, religious, historical, and other local characteristics 
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when creating electoral districts. Panama and Ukraine also require consideration of 
minority populations: in Ukraine, the “density of national minority populations” is to be 
taken into account; in Panama, “concentrations of indigenous populations” must be 
considered. Without electoral law provisions specifically designed to promote minority 
representation, however, criteria requiring “due consideration” of the minority population 
are likely to have little impact on electing minority representatives.

Minority Representation
In electoral systems that rely at least in part on single-member districts to elect 
representatives, racial, ethnic, religious, linguistic, or other minorities are unlikely to be 
able to elect members of their group to legislative office if the minority population is not 
sufficiently large and geographically concentrated. However, if the electoral system 
includes seats that are elected via proportional representation, or nongeographically 
based seats are specifically reserved for minorities, minority groups may be well 
represented in the legislature. Drawing districts that will elect minorities is more 
complicated, but has been done by (1) requiring that candidate slates include minorities, 
(2) drawing districts that only minority candidates can compete in, or (3) drawing 
districts to encompass minority concentrations when possible.

In the MNTV vote systems of Singapore and Lebanon, candidate slates must include 
certain specified minorities. In Singapore, for example, most members of parliament are 
elected through a “Party Block Vote” in multimember Group Representative 
Constituencies (GRCs) and parties contesting a GRC must propose a slate that includes at 
least one member of an official minority (listed as Indian, Malay, Eurasian, or Other) 
(Grace 2006b).

In India, a certain number of parliamentary constituencies in each state are reserved for 
members of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes based on their proportion of the total 
state population. In reserved constituencies, only candidates from these communities can 
stand for election. Constituency reservations are reassigned after every delimitation.

Fiji and Papua New Guinea, each with Alternative Vote systems, have separate sets of 
communal seats to guarantee representation of the major ethnic groups. In Fiji, for 
example, the seventy-one legislative constituencies are composed of forty-six “communal” 
constituencies (including separate constituencies for indigenous Fijians, Indo-Fijians, and 
Rotumans) and twenty-five “open” constituencies (where all eligible voters, regardless of 
race/ethnicity, cast votes), with the most members elected by indigenous Fijians.

A unique feature of New Zealand’s electoral system is a provision for representation of 
the descendants of New Zealand’s aboriginal Maori population. In addition to sixty 
general legislative districts, the Representation Commission creates several Maori 
districts (five Maori districts were created in 1993, six in 1998, and seven from 2002 to 
date). These Maori districts are geographically defined and overlay the general electoral 
districts. To vote in a Maori district, rather than a general election district, a Maori voter 
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must register on the Maori roll (McRobie 2006, 2008).  Maoris have been represented in 
the legislature roughly in proportion to their percentage of the population since this 
electoral feature was adopted.

The United States, because of its sizeable racial and ethnic minority population and its 
history of discrimination against certain minority groups, has had to address the issue of 
fairness to minorities in promulgating redistricting plans. The Voting Rights Act of 1965 
and its amendments in 1982 have established that a redistricting plan that dilutes the 
voting strength of minority voters by dividing the minority community across different 
districts may be invalid. Protected minority groups (blacks, Hispanics, Asians, and Native 
Americans) must meet three preconditions to qualify for protection: the group must be 
sufficiently large and geographically compact to form a majority in a single-member 
district, it must be politically cohesive, and it must be able to demonstrate that the 
majority population votes as a bloc against the minority community’s preferred 
candidates, who usually lose.  If a minority group is able to satisfy all three of these 
conditions, as well as some additional conditions (relating to the “totality of the 
circumstances”), a redistricting plan must be fashioned such that minority voters 
constitute a majority of voters in one or more districts. Because all three of these 
conditions must be satisfied, and because minority groups must have sufficient resources 
to sue in court if a jurisdiction fails to create minority districts when these conditions are 
met,  blacks, Hispanics, Asians, and Native Americans are far from proportionally 
represented in the US Congress.

Public Access to the Redistricting Process

Many countries that have reformed their redistricting process by adopting independent 
redistricting commissions and specifying a set of neutral criteria for redrawing have also 
incorporated public access provisions. For example, one of the aims of Canada’s Electoral 
Boundaries Redistribution Act of 1964 was to increase the public’s awareness of and 
involvement in the redistribution process. Once the commission has completed its 
redistricting proposal and published the map in the local newspapers, the general public 
is invited to present written briefs or oral representations at public hearings held by the 
commission. Commissions have received thousands of comments from a wide variety of 
sources including local jurisdictions, political parties, members of and candidates for 
parliament, political activists, and citizen groups. Redistribution plans have often been 
revised after these hearings (Courtney 2001).

In Australia, once provisional electoral boundaries have been drawn by the Redistribution 
Commission, the proposed plan is publicly released and a forty-two-day period 
commences in which objections and countercomments to the proposed map can be made. 
The Augmented Electoral Commission (which consists of the Redistribution Committee 
for the states,  plus the two members of the three-member Australian Electoral 
Commission who were not members of the Redistribution Committee) is then convened to 
consider these objections and make a final determination on the boundaries. If the 
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Augmented Commission modifies the provisional redistribution plan such that it is 
“significantly different” from that proposed by the Redistribution Committee, further 
objections can be lodged, and another public inquiry must be held.

New Zealand has a similar approach to that of Australia. Provisional electoral boundaries 
are delimited by an independent Representation Commission, and once the plan is 
released, an inquiry is initiated for objections and counterobjections to be considered. At 
the conclusion of the public inquiry, the commission adopts a final electoral map. This 
map is not subject to legislative veto and cannot be challenged in a court of law.

In the United Kingdom, there is a statutory requirement for a public inquiry process if a 
sufficient number of objections have been received to the boundary commission’s 
provisional recommendations. This local inquiry is chaired by a specially appointed 
assistant commissioner (almost always a senior lawyer), who invites those who have 
submitted objections to make oral submissions and answer any questions. The assistant 
commissioner then prepares a report recommending whether changes should be made to 
the provisional boundaries. If the boundary commission revises its boundaries, further 
local inquiries may be conducted, although this is rare.

In postconflict societies such as Liberia and Sierra Leone, extensive public hearings have 
played an important role in securing stakeholder (e.g., political party leaders and 
traditional tribal leaders) support for newly drawn or redrawn electoral districts.  The 
hearings helped ensure the credibility of the delimitation process and, ultimately, the 
legitimacy of the election and its outcome (Handley 2008b).

Conclusion
The importance of the redistricting process varies, depending on the type of electoral 
system. Because plurality and majority systems rely on single-member or small 
multimember electoral districts, and because these systems produce election outcomes 
that are disproportional, the redistricting process is of particular importance. Electoral 
abuses such as malapportioned or gerrymandered districts can have a profound impact 
on the outcome of an election, and this can be compounded in a postconflict situation.

Most democracies that rely on single-member districts to elect their legislatures have 
reformed the redistricting process to remove politics from the process. Thus, even though 
districts drawn by independent boundary commissions have political consequences, the 
consequences are viewed by the public and stakeholders in the process as unintentional 
and therefore noncontroversial. The United States is the sole long-standing democracy 
that has failed to reform its redistricting process. The result is contentious partisan 
battles fought in the legislature, in the media, and, ultimately, in the courts.
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Notes:

( ) I use the words redistricting and delimitation interchangeably in this chapter. My 
discussion of the redistribution process relies on Rossiter et al. (1999) and Johnston et al. 
(2006, 2008, 2011) for the United Kingdom; Courtney (2001, 2008) for Canada; Medew 
(2008), Maley (2006), and Maley et al. (1996) for Australia; and McRobie (2006, 2008) for 
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New Zealand. My discussion on delimitation in India relies on McMillan (2008), as well as 
many of the chapters in Alam and Sivaramakrishnan (2015).

( ) The importance of redistricting in mixed systems that do not include compensatory 
seats depends on the proportion of seats allocated to the nominal component—the higher 
the proportion of single-member district seats to seats elected via proportional 
representation is, the more important the role of redistricting.

( ) In this discussion of redistricting practices, I have relied heavily on some of my earlier 
work, including Handley (1998, 2006a, 2006b, 2008a, 2008b, 2015, 2016). In addition, I 
have been involved in election-related projects on behalf of the International Foundation 
for Electoral Systems (IFES) and the United Nations in dozens of countries and thus have 
firsthand knowledge of redistricting practices in such countries as Bangladesh, Botswana, 
Georgia, Ghana, Haiti, Kenya, Lebanon, Liberia, Malaysia, Myanmar, Nepal, Nigeria, 
Sierra Leone, Sudan, and Yemen.

( ) Malapportioned districts are districts that vary substantially in population. This is 
usually measured as the deviation from the population or electoral quota. (The population 
quota is the average population of all of the electoral districts and is obtained by dividing 
the total population of the territory to be redistricted by the number of districts to be 
drawn. In the case of multimember districts, it is the total population divided by the 
number of representatives to be elected.) Malapportionment does not have to be passive
—it can be active or systemic. Passive malapportionment occurs when the electoral 
boundaries are simply not redrawn for a long period of time. In the United States, for 
example, a number of states neglected to redraw legislative boundaries for decades prior 
to the 1960s because new district boundaries would shift power away from the rural 
areas to the rapidly growing urban areas. Active malapportionment occurs when the 
boundary authority makes a conscious effort to draw constituencies that vary 
substantially in population. In Malaysia, for example, the constitution decrees that rural 
constituencies be underpopulated and it falls to the election commission to determine 
whether a constituency is rural or urban and how much rural constituencies should be 
underpopulated and urban constituencies overpopulated. Because ethnic Malays 
predominate in the rural areas and nonethnic Malays reside primarily in the urban 
centers, this “rural weightage” has guaranteed Malay dominance of the political system 
(Grace 2006a). Systemic malapportionment exists when administrative units serve as 
single-member electoral districts despite large differences in population. In the Republic 
of Georgia, for instance, rayons (administrative units) have been used as single-member 
constituencies in the unicameral legislature despite dramatic variations in population 
(Handley 2006a).

( ) Under plurality and majority systems, nonmajority political parties whose supporters 
are not geographically concentrated usually obtain fewer legislative seats than their 
proportion of the vote would suggest they are entitled to.
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( ) If electoral districts are used in a party list system, they are usually large 
multimember districts whose boundaries tend to correspond to administrative divisions 
such as states or provinces. To accommodate shifts in population, the number of seats 
allocated to each of the multimember districts is adjusted, rather than redrawing the 
district boundaries.

( ) Ireland elects three to five members of parliament per constituency (Coakley 2008); 
Malta has five member constituencies.

( ) Please see the chapter by Gallagher and Mitchell in this volume for further 
information.

( ) In New Zealand, Australia, and India, for example, the plan produced by the boundary 
commission is final—no vote by parliament is required to enact or implement the new 
boundaries. In Canada, parliament can consider plans produced by the commissions 
(each province has its own boundary commission), but it has no vote on their 
implementation. In the United Kingdom, the final proposals of the four boundary 
commissions (England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland) take effect only after an 
affirmative vote by Parliament, but Parliament’s power to accept or reject a plan is 
essentially a formality—it has almost always affirmed commission proposals.

( ) New Zealand is an exception to the rule that politicians cannot serve on the boundary 
commission. Two political appointees, one representing the governing party and the other 
representing the opposition parties, serve on the seven-member Representation 
Commission tasked with redistricting the country. The rationale for including them on the 
commission is to ensure that any noticeable political bias in a proposed constituency 
boundary plan is recognized and rectified. Because the two political appointees form only 
a minority of the commission and cannot outvote the nonpolitical commissioners, the 
neutrality of the commission remains unquestioned (McRobie 2008).

( ) Election observer and human rights reports cite a number of examples of election 
commissions that are not independent. See, for example, the following reports on 
Nigeria: European Election Observation Mission to Nigeria (2003), Third Preliminary 
Statement, Abuja, May 5, 2003, at http://ec.europa.eu/comm/external_relations/
human_rights/eu_election_ass_observ/nigeria/3stat2.ht; and https://www.hrw.org/legacy/
backgrounder/africa/nigeria0407/nigeria0407web.pdf. For Pakistan, see, for example, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2008/02/12/pakistan-election-commission-not-impartial.

( ) Seven states have only one congressional district and therefore do not require the 
redrawing of congressional boundaries. Of the remaining forty-three states, thirty-six 
assigned the task of congressional redistricting to the state legislature).

( ) Partisan gerrymandering has been a feature of redistricting in the United States since 
at least 1812, when the governor of Massachusetts, Elbridge Gerry, signed into law the 
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salamander-shaped district designed to help his party that gave the “gerrymander” its 
name.

( ) The Australian Commonwealth Electoral Act of 1918 stipulates that decisions made 
by any of the bodies responsible for constituency delimitation are final and are not 
subject to court consideration except on limited constitutional grounds.

( ) Lujambio and Vives 2008 (Mexico), Frankel 2008 (Fiji), and Grace 2006b (Singapore).

( ) R v. Boundary Comm’n for Eng. ex parte Foot (1983 W.L.R. 484) as discussed in 

Rossiter et al. (1999).

( ) Also see Malaysia’s Many Scandals, New York Times, August 20, 2015.

( ) “Le Conseil constitutionnel valide le redécoupage législatif,” L’Express, February 18, 
2010, http://www.lexpress.fr/region/le-conseil-constitutionnel-valide-le-redecoupage-
legislatif_849865.html.

( ) Dixon v. British Columbia (Att’y Gen.l) Vancouver Registry No. A860246 [1986] B.C.J. 
No. 916 (Can.).

( ) Reference re Prov. Electoral Boundaries (Sask.), 1991 2 S.C.R. 158, http://scc-
csc.lexum.com/scc-csc/scc-csc/en/item/766/index.do (Can.).

( ) A redistribution plan drawn for electing representatives to the federal parliament was 
struck down for the first, and thus far only, time in 2004 in the province of New 
Brunswick. Prior to this, the only electoral maps rejected by the courts were maps for 
provincial legislative districts. To produce ridings (electoral districts) that were more 
equal in population, the New Brunswick Federal Electoral Boundaries Commission 
transferred portions of two French-speaking parishes into a majority English-speaking 
riding (electoral district). Residents of the French-speaking parishes that had been 
divided objected and filed suit, contending that the changes violated their interests as a 
community. The Federal Court of Canada, in Raiche v. Canada (Attorney General), found 
for the plaintiffs, holding that they were being denied effective representation in their 
new riding. Raiche v. Canada (Att’y Gen.), (F.C.), 2004 FC 679, [2005] 1 F.C.R. 93, (Can.).

( ) MacKinnon v Prince Edward Island, 1993 101 D.L.R. (4th), 362, (Can.), http://
www.gov.pe.ca/courts/supreme/reasons/ad725.pdf.

( ) Baker v. Carr, 369 U.S. 186 (1962). Prior to this decision, US courts decreed that 
redistricting was a political question best resolved by Congress and the state legislatures.
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( ) In Thornburg v. Gingles, 478 U.S. 30 (1986), the US Supreme Court was asked to 
consider the 1982 Amendments to the Voting Rights Act of 1965. (The Voting Rights Act 
of 1965 was designed to prevent the abridgement of the voting rights of minority voters 
and was amended in 1982 to make it clear that redistricting plans that had the effect of 
diluting minority voting strength were illegal.) The court ruled in Gingles that to succeed, 
minority voters have to satisfy three preconditions: the minority group must be 
sufficiently large and geographically compact to constitute a majority in a single-member 
district, the minority group must be politically cohesive, and the white majority must vote 
sufficiently as a bloc to defeat the minority group’s preferred candidates. If plaintiffs can 
demonstrate these factors, a district that provides minorities with an opportunity to elect 
candidates of choice must be drawn. This led to a substantial increase in the number of 
“majority-minority” districts and to an increase in the number of minority representatives 
elected to office. (See, e.g., Lublin et al. 2009.)

( ) In Davis v. Bandemer, 478 U.S. 109 (1986), the US Supreme Court ruled that a 
redistricting plan that discriminates against an identifiable political group or party may 
violate the US Constitution. However, the court, recognizing the highly partisan nature of 
the American redistricting process, imposed a very difficult burden on voters who make 
such a claim. Despite a number of challenges, to date no congressional or state legislative 
redistricting plan has been rejected by the court on the grounds that it is an 
unconstitutional partisan gerrymander.

( ) In Shaw v. Reno, 509 U.S. 630 (1993), the US Supreme Court ruled that voters could 
challenge “majority-minority” districts drawn on the basis of race. If voters can prove that 
race was the predominant motivating factor in the drawing of particular districts, the 
jurisdiction must show that the challenged districts were “narrowly tailored to further a 
compelling state interest.” The immediate effect of Shaw and subsequent cases brought 
on these grounds has been to require the redrawing of a number of majority black and 
Hispanic districts.

( ) For example, the “senatorial” clause guarantees that no province shall have fewer 
seats in the House of Commons than it does in the Senate, and the “grandfather” clause 
guarantees that no province shall have fewer seats in the House of Commons than it had 
in 1985.

( ) These calculations are based on the provincial populations and seat allocations found 
at on the Elections Canada website: http://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?
section=res&dir=cir/red/form&document=index&lang=e.
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( ) The sources for the electorate data for the four countries are as follows: Boundary 
Commission for England, Fifth Periodic Report (2007); Boundary Commission for Wales, 
Fifth Periodic Report on Parliamentary Constituencies and First Report on National 
Assembly for Wales Electoral Regions (2005); Boundary Commission for Scotland, Fifth 
Periodic Report of the Boundary Commission of Scotland (2004); and Boundary 
Commission for Northern Ireland, Fifth Periodic Report on Parliamentary Constituencies
(2008). The electorates are not in fact directly comparable in time. The electoral quota is 
established using the electorate on the electoral roll at the commencement of the 
redistribution for each specific country, and these reviews do not begin simultaneously. 
The fifth periodic review began in England in February 2000 (and was approved in June 
2007), in Scotland in June 2001 (approved February 2005), in Wales in December 2002 
(approved April 2006), and in Northern Ireland in May 2003 (approved June 2008).

( ) Constitution of Nepal 2015. Unofficial translation by Nepal Law Society, International 
IDEA and UNDP.

( ) In the case of Botswana, the requirement is every five to ten years; in Kenya, the law 
dictates that delimitation occur every eight to ten years.

( ) In 2011, legislation was passed in the United Kingdom (Fixed Term Parliament Act 
and the Parliamentary Voting System and Constituency Act) that established a new set of 
rules for redistribution, including a requirement to redraw constituencies every five 
years, rather than every eight to twelve years (Johnston et al. 2011). Redistribution under 
these new rules commenced in 2011 and provisional constituencies were completed for 
all four countries (England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland) by late 2012. 
However, in January 2013, Parliament amended the law and aborted the redistribution 
exercise until after the 2015 general election. As a consequence, the 2015 general 
election was conducted using constituencies drawn using electorate data that was as 
much as fifteen years old. The four boundary commissions recommenced the review 
process in 2016.

( ) The 2008 delimitation was limited to equalizing the populations across constituencies 
within each state; there was no reallocation of parliamentary seats across states on the 
basis of population.

( ) In Germany, proposed electoral districts cannot deviate by more than 15 percent, and 
districts that deviate by more than 25 percent must be redrawn (Schrott 2006).

( ) Karcher v. Daggett, 462 U.S. 725 (1983).

( ) The total population deviation is the percent deviation of the largest and smallest 
districts added together.
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( ) The population requirement in Australia is actually more complicated than a 10 
percent tolerance limit: Australian election law also requires that electoral districts 
deviate by no more than 3.5 percent, three years and six months after the expected 
completion of the redistribution. This criterion was adopted to avoid wide discrepancies 
at the end of the seven-year redistribution cycle (Maley 2006). Australia’s close attention 
to population equality is relatively recent. Thirty years ago, the practice of drawing rural 
districts that were much smaller in population than urban districts was very common.

( ) This information is found on the following website: http://www.redecoupage-federal-
redistribution.ca/content.asp?document=home.

( ) The number of Scheduled Caste seats increased from 79 to 84 and the number of 
Scheduled Tribe seats increased from 41 to 47 (out a total of 545 seats) from the Third 
(1976) to the Fourth (2008) Delimitation (Handley 2015).

( ) Frankel 2008.

( ) Registration on the Maori roll is optional; Maoris can choose to register on the 
general roll instead.

( ) Thornburg v. Gingles, 478 U.S. 30 (1986).

( ) In addition, if the court is persuaded that race was the “predominate motivating 
factor” in the drawing of a district, the jurisdiction must show that the district boundaries 
were “narrowly tailored to further a compelling state interest.” Shaw v. Reno, 509 U.S. 
630 (1993). Although compliance with the Voting Rights Act may be a compelling state 
interest, what a narrowly tailored district might be is open to interpretation.

( ) The four-member Redistribution Commission is composed of the Electoral 
Commission of the Australian Electoral Commission, as well as the Australian Electoral 
Officer, Surveyor-General, and Auditor-General of the state being redistributed.

( ) The author provided technical assistance with redistricting on behalf of United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) in both of these countries: Liberia in 2005 and 
2010 and Sierra Leone in 2005–2008 and again in 2016.

( ) In conflict-ridden Nigeria, for example, a redistricting dispute led to the outbreak of 
violence in the town of Warri in the Niger Delta region in 2003. Two tribes, the Urhobos 
and Ijaws, contended that the local election constituencies unfairly favored another tribal 
group, the Iteskiri, at the expense of their own communities. Several people were killed 
and over 1,600 people were displaced in the skirmishes that followed. The army was 
deployed to the region and the Niger Delta governor had to promise to redistrict the area 
ahead of presidential and national elections to quell the conflict (Handley 2006b; Violence 
in Nigeria Oil Delta Threatens to Disrupt Elections, Wall Street Journal, April 1, 2003).
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