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Redistricting in Georgia: What to Expect 

 

Reapportionment versus Redistricting 

Before discussing the process of redistricting, it is important to note that redistricting and 

reapportionment are actually two separate things. Reapportionment is the process of allocating the 

number of members each state will have in the U.S. House of Representatives; redistricting, on the 

other hand, is the process of drawing or changing the boundaries of the districts that make up the state. 

Generally, the states are reapportioned and redistricted every ten years after the decennial U.S Census.1  

 

Federal 

In Congress, there are 100 senators in the Senate and 435 representatives in the House of 

Representatives. The Senate is made up of two senators from each state, regardless of population. The 

House of Representatives is comprised of at least one representative from each state, and the 

remainder of its body is apportioned based on state population;2 the larger the state, the more 

representatives it will have.3 Because of the changes in population across the country, the seats for each 

state can increase or decrease every ten years when the seats are reapportioned.  

 

State 

At the state level, Georgia law specifies that the State Senate will have exactly 56 members and the 

Georgia House will have exactly 180 members.4 Like the Congressional districts, these state districts are 

based on population. After the population numbers are gathered through the Census, the total state 

population will be divided by the number of Senate or House districts to determine the ideal population 

for each district. For example, based on the 2010 Census population totals, Georgia’s House districts 

currently have an ideal population of 53,820 while Georgia’s Senate districts have an ideal population of 

172,994. 

                                                           
1 There are exceptions to this. For example, the current state house districts were redrawn in 2015.  
2 For more information on the method currently used by Congress, see: United States Census Bureau (2015, July 
29). Computing Apportionment. Retrieved from https://www.census.gov/topics/public-sector/congressional-
apportionment/about/computing.html 
3 For example, Delaware currently has 1 representative while Texas has 53; Georgia currently has 14 
representatives.  
4 O.C.G.A. § 28-2-1; O.C.G.A. § 28-2-2 

https://www.census.gov/topics/public-sector/congressional-apportionment/about/computing.html
https://www.census.gov/topics/public-sector/congressional-apportionment/about/computing.html
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The Process 

In Georgia, the reapportionment and redistricting process starts with the Census. The decennial U.S. 

Census takes place every 10 years; the next census will officially begin on April 1, 2020. The population 

totals from that census will be delivered to the president and Congress in December of 2020. The 

numbers will be distributed to the states by March 31, 2021.5 Once the census data is received by 

Georgia’s Legislative and Congressional Reapportionment Office, they will begin updating Georgia’s 

maps with the new population totals. The Legislative and Congressional Reapportionment Office exists 

as a joint office of the General Assembly which prepares and reviews maps for local, state, and 

congressional districts.  

 

Meetings of both the House and Senate Legislative and Congressional Reapportionment Committees 

and joint public hearings are the next steps in the process. Public input is requested to ensure that 

stakeholders throughout the state have an opportunity to contribute. Ultimately, the maps will be 

formulated as a result of public and committee input, General Assembly member input, and assistance 

from the Legislative and Congressional Reapportionment Office.  

 

The process of creating the maps is part of a special session of the General Assembly. After the official 

census population totals have been delivered, the governor calls a special session specifically for the 

purpose of redistricting. During the special session, the Legislative and Congressional Reapportionment 

Committee for each chamber will produce the maps that the House and Senate will vote on.   

 

Once the maps have been produced and vetted by the Reapportionment Committee, the maps are 

included in a set of redistricting bills:  one bill for the state House districts, one for the state Senate 

districts, and one for the Congressional districts.6 After these bills are passed out of the committee they 

continue to the Rules Committee and on to the House and Senate floors for a vote. From there, the bills 

will go to the Governor to be signed or vetoed. 

 

Federal Redistricting Guidelines 

There are both federal and state requirements for how the maps must be drawn. At the federal level, 

the U.S. Constitution and various U.S. Supreme Court cases provide general guidelines for congressional 

and state legislative districts. Congressional districts must be as nearly equal in population as is 

“practicable.”7 Essentially, states must attempt to ensure that each of their congressional districts is 

made up of the exact same number of people—an ideal population.8 

 

For state legislative districts, the population must be “substantially” equal.9 A generally accepted rule of 

thumb is to ensure the populations of the largest and smallest districts have a difference of less than ten 

                                                           
5 United States Census Bureau. Important Dates. Retrieved from https://2020census.gov/en/important-dates.html 
6 Local districts, such as county commissions and school boards, will be redistricted during the special session as 
well; these maps will be introduced as local legislation. 
7 Wesberry v. Sanders, 376 U.S. 1 (1964) 
8 For its congressional districts, Georgia aims for districts to have a variation of ± 0%, or ± one person. 
9 Reynolds v. Sims, 377 U.S. 533 (1964) 

https://2020census.gov/en/important-dates.html
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percent.10 However, following a federal district court ruling regarding Georgia’s 2001 maps,11 Georgia 

aims for a much lower deviation between districts. In Georgia, the standard is to ensure that the 

variation between district sizes is no greater than ± 1%. Generally, the districts do not have to be exactly 

equal, but they should be close.  

 

The Federal Voting Rights Act 

The Voting Rights Act of 1965 was passed as a result of nationwide disenfranchisement practices on the 

state level. The Voting Rights Act (VRA) sought to address racial discrimination and ensure the equal 

right to vote for all U.S. citizens. The VRA overrides any state laws that might contradict its protections. 

While the act addresses many aspects of the voting and election process, it has been specifically used to 

prevent discriminatory practices in state redistricting.12   

 

Preclearance 

Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act requires any “covered jurisdictions,” including Georgia, to present any 

changes to its election laws to the U.S. Department of Justice for approval. This process, called 

“preclearance,” applies to several states and counties—predominately in the South—because of specific 

historical discriminatory practices. The covered jurisdictions are determined by a formula in Section 4(b) 

of the VRA.13  

 

In 2013, the formula used in Section 4(b) was found to be unconstitutional.14 It is important to note that 

the formula in 4(b) was ruled unconstitutional, but Section 5 itself was not ruled on. Consequently, 

Georgia and the other covered jurisdictions are no longer required to attain preclearance for changes to 

election laws. The redistricting in 2021 will be the first redistricting cycle15 since the implementation of 

the VRA that Georgia will not be required to submit redistricting maps to the U.S. Department of Justice 

for approval.  

 

2019 U.S. Supreme Court Case 

In June 2019, the U.S. Supreme Court issued a decision regarding partisan gerrymandering in two 

different states. 16 The Supreme Court ultimately ruled that federal courts cannot intervene in cases 

regarding the constitutionality of state legislative and congressional maps. This case impacts 

redistricting because it means that maps challenged on the basis of partisan gerrymandering can no 

                                                           
10 Brown v. Thomson, 462 U.S. 835 (1983) 
11 Larios v. Cox, 300 F. Supp.2d 1320 (2004) 
12 For more information on the Voting Rights Act, see: The United States Department of Justice (2017, July 28). 
History of Federal Voting Rights Laws. Retrieved from: https://www.justice.gov/crt/history-federal-voting-rights-
laws 
13 For more information on Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act, see: The United States Department of Justice (2017, 
December 4). About Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act. Retrieved from: https://www.justice.gov/crt/about-section-
5-voting-rights-act 
14 Shelby County v. Holder, 570 U.S. 529 (2013) 
15 While it is the first redistricting cycle not subject to preclearance, there have been redistricting changes since the 
ruling in 2013 that were also not subject to preclearance. 
16 Rucho v. Common Cause, 588 U.S. ___ (2019) 

https://www.justice.gov/crt/history-federal-voting-rights-laws
https://www.justice.gov/crt/history-federal-voting-rights-laws
https://www.justice.gov/crt/about-section-5-voting-rights-act
https://www.justice.gov/crt/about-section-5-voting-rights-act
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longer be appealed to the federal level. These types of challenges are now considered strictly a state 

matter.   

 

Georgia’s Redistricting Guidelines 

On a state level, Georgia has used several guidelines when drawing its congressional, state, and local 

district maps.17 The Georgia Constitution specifies that the districts must be contiguous.18 All parts of the 

district must be connected; a portion of the district cannot be separated from the rest of the district as 

an island. Although not required by the Georgia Constitution, in the 2011 redistricting cycle, Georgia 

considered compactness when drawing district lines. In a compact district, the constituency will be 

grouped as close together as possible.  

 

In the 2011 redistricting cycle, consideration was given to drawing districts that preserve existing 

political subdivisions, such as counties and cities. Additionally, communities of interest were preserved 

when possible. Communities of interest are groups of residents that might share common goals or 

needs, such as members of a neighborhood, church, minority group, or military base. Georgia also 

avoided pairing incumbents when possible. 

 

As the next redistricting cycle draws near, Georgia will again set its own guidelines for drawing the 

maps. Currently, contiguity is the only constitutionally-mandated principle required by Georgia. The 

Legislative and Congressional Reapportionment Committees from both legislative bodies will decide 

what additional guidelines to use when the redistricting gets underway in 2021. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
17 For more information on Georgia’s and other states’ guidelines, see: National Conference of State Legislatures 
(2019, April 23). Redistricting Criteria. Retrieved from: http://www.ncsl.org/research/redistricting/redistricting-
criteria.aspx 
18 Ga. Const. art. III, § II, para. II 

http://www.ncsl.org/research/redistricting/redistricting-criteria.aspx
http://www.ncsl.org/research/redistricting/redistricting-criteria.aspx

