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Questions & Answers 
What is redistricting? 

Redistricting is the process of redrawing electoral district boundaries, both for congressional and state legislative 
districts. The process is conducted following the US Census every ten years.  

Why is redistricting required? 

Redistricting is mandated by Article I, Section 2 of the US Constitution and Article II, Section 43 of the Washington State 
Constitution. The process must be conducted in order to ensure each state has a proportional amount of members in 
the US House of Representatives (a process known as “apportionment”) and that each of the districts within a state 
contain roughly the same number of people. 

How are representatives apportioned to the states? Can we expect Washington to gain or lose members? 

Federal law sets the total number of US House members from all states at 435. In some years, states may see their 
congressional delegation change in size as their state populations grow or shrink relative to the rest of the country. For 
example, it is estimated that in the 2020 redistricting process, states in the Northeast and Midwest like New York and 
Illinois are likely to lose a US House seat while states in the South and West like Oregon and North Carolina may gain 
one. It is important to remember that this apportionment process affects not only the US House but also the number of 
electors a state is allocated in the Electoral College. 

In 2010, Washington gained a House seat, bringing its total to ten congressional districts. Despite continued population 
growth in the last ten years, Washington is not expected gain a congressional district this cycle. 

The state legislative districts are fixed in statute at 49, so increases to the population of Washington have no effect on 
the number of legislators in the state legislature. 

How do states conduct redistricting? 

The US Constitution is relatively silent on the process by which states decide their district boundaries. For most of the 
nation’s history, state legislatures in each of the states handled the process; however, in recent times, some states have 
shifted redistricting responsibilities to a non-partisan or independent redistricting commission. 

In 1983, after originally leaving the process to the legislature, the constitution was amended to create an independent 
Washington State Redistricting Commission. This commission sets the boundaries for both the federal congressional 
districts and the state legislative districts. 
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Key facts 
• Redistricting is conducted every ten years following the US Census as required by the US and WA constitutions. 
• The new districts are created by an independent redistricting commission and approved by the Legislature. 

o Legislative caucuses each appoint a commissioner, and three out of four must agree on a proposal. 
• The commission must submit the plan to the Legislature for approval by November 15, 2021, for 

implementation in the 2022 election. 
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Are there restrictions on the redistricting process? 

Restrictions are placed on the redistricting process at both the federal and state level. 

At the federal level, the Equal Protection Clause of the 14th Amendment and the Voting Rights Act require that states 
make each district contain the same number of people (known as the “one man, one vote” standard) and protect the 
rights of minorities in the redistricting process (e.g., techniques historically used to either divide or pack minority voters 
in order to reduce electoral influence are prohibited). 

Additionally, the Washington State Constitution and state statute require that legislative districts be equal in population, 
contiguous, compact, convenient, reflective of natural boundaries and artificial barriers, and not be favorable toward or 
discriminatory against any political party or group. 

Who serves on the Redistricting Commission and how are they chosen? 

The commission is made of five commissioners, one selected by each of the major legislative caucuses and one non-
voting commissioner selected by a majority of the other four to serve as chair. Elected officials or recent elected officials 
are prohibited from serving as commissioner, campaigning while commissioner, or running for an office affected by the 
new plan for two years after serving. 

How does the commission come up with its proposal? 

Once the commission is established and commissioners are appointed, a majority of the commission must agree to the 
proposal (three of the four voting members) and submit its proposal to the legislature by November 15, 2021. In 
creating its proposal, the commission can and will receive input from the public and must explain its rationale for the 
proposal when finalized. 

What happens once that proposal is sent to the Legislature? 

Once the commission submits a proposal, the Legislature has 30 days to amend or approve the plan. Amendments must 
be very limited (e.g., cannot change more than 2% of the population of a district) and require a two-thirds majority to 
adopt. Approval for the plan itself, however, requires only a simple majority.  

What happens if the commission or the legislature do not agree to a proposal? 

If the commission-legislature process fails for any reason, the Washington State Supreme Court has until April 30, 2022 
to create its own plan, which will be considered final. 

Can anyone challenge the plan once finalized? 

Once the proposal is finalized, any registered voter can submit a petition to the Washington State Supreme Court to 
challenge the plan. 
 

Additional information  
• Washington State Constitution - https://leg.wa.gov/CodeReviser/Pages/WAConstitution.aspx 
• United States Constitution - https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/constitution-transcript 
• NCSL Redistricting Information - https://www.ncsl.org/research/redistricting.aspx 
• Washington State Redistricting Commission - http://www.redistricting.wa.gov/ 
• Office of the Secretary of State Redistricting & Census Information - 

https://www.sos.wa.gov/elections/redistricting/redistricting-information.aspx 
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