
MEMORANDUM 
 
To:  Columbia County Board of County Commissioners 
 
From:  Columbia County Citizens Redistricting Committee 
 
Date: August 30, 2021 
 
Re: Citizens Redistricting Committee Recommendation  

 
Background:  
  
 In accordance with Article 2.2 of the Columbia County Home Rule Charter (“Charter”), 
the Columbia County Board of County Commissioners (“BOCC”) created a Citizens Redistricting 
Committee (“Committee”) made up of 15 appointed citizens members to make recommendations 
to the BOCC regarding the redistricting of County Commission districts following the 2020 
decennial census.  Under the Charter, the Committee is required to provide a recommended 
redistricting plan (“Recommended Plan”) to the BOCC no later than the BOCC’s first regular 
meeting in September, which Recommended Plan is attached hereto as Exhibit A for the BOCC’s 
review and consideration. 
 
Analysis: 
 
 The Committee’s task, as stated in Article 2.2 of the Charter, is “to divide the county into 
districts of contiguous territory, following the existing boundaries of municipalities where possible 
and as nearly equal in population as possible.”  Additionally, the redistricting committee “shall, to 
the extent practicable and consistent with law, preserve the several municipalities and 
geographically cohesive racial or ethnic minority communities from fragmentation.”   
 

State and federal law as well as longstanding practice support that census data be used in 
creating voting districts.  Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the release of the 2020 census data was 
significantly delayed.  While County-level census data would have ordinarily been available in 
March or April following a decennial census year, this year it was not made available until August 
12.  As a result, the Committee was unable to begin substantive work on redistricting prior to mid-
August. 
 
 In spite of these delays, in mid-August the Committee took swift action to begin the process 
by hiring a consultant (Kurt Spitzer and Associates or “KSA”) to assist with analysis of the census 
data and map preparation as well as legal counsel (Nabors, Giblin & Nickerson, P.A. or “NGN”) 
to advise the Committee regarding legal requirements related to the redistricting process under 
state and federal law as well as the County’s Charter.   
 
 On August 18, 2021, the Committee held a public meeting at which it received 
presentations from both its consultant and legal counsel.  KSA and NGN described the 
fundamental principles underlying the creation of voting districts that have been shaped over time 
by state and federal law, including the state and federal Constitutions and the federal Voting Rights 
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Act.  While population equality is the most important factor in drawing voting districts, 
jurisdictions are permitted to deviate from perfect population equality to accommodate traditional 
districting objectives like maintaining communities of interest and creating geographical 
compactness.  Many of these principles are described in the memorandum submitted by KSA, and 
they formed the basis pursuant to which the Committee approached the redistricting process.  
These include but are not limited to the following: 
 

• Keeping districts as nearly equal in population as possible.   
• Following census blocks, the baseline unit of redistricting and is contained in the 

2020 census data.  
• Keeping incumbents in their districts.   
• Preserving minority voting strength by neither “packing” nor “cracking” districts 

in a manner that dilutes minority voting strength.   
• Preserving municipalities and communities of interest.   

 
 The Committee also considered the baseline issue of how to treat the population of state 
prisoners located within the County.  Columbia County has a total population of 69,698 based on 
the current 2020 Census data.  This number includes 2,328 state prisoners who are located entirely 
within existing District 4.1  The prison population represents approximately 3.3 percent of the 
entire County population and 16.7 percent of District 4.  For purposes of the 2020 Census, the 
Census Bureau considers the “usual residence” of the prison population as the place of 
incarceration, not the permanent residence of each inmate.  Under the State Constitution, the prison 
population is not permitted to vote.  The State, not the County, has jurisdiction to make decisions 
affecting prisoners residing within the State prisons.  Additionally, in smaller jurisdictions like 
Columbia County, inclusion of the prison population can have the effect of inflating the voting 
power of voters within districts containing prison population and diluting the voting power of 
voters in other districts.  This inflation and dilution can run afoul of the “one person, one vote” 
principle under the Equal Protection Clause.  
 
 The Committee sought the opinion of its legal counsel regarding the prison population 
issue, and NGN provided a legal memorandum attached hereto as Exhibit B in which NGN 
evaluated the issue under applicable state and federal law.  As further described in the 
memorandum, in 2016, a federal court in the Northern District of Florida issued a ruling against 
nearby Jefferson County, finding that that County’s inclusion of prison population within its 
districting plan violated the constitutional principle of “one person, one vote.”2  In reviewing 
subsequent decisions on this subject, NGN concluded the law is unsettled in this area and that an 
argument exists that inclusion of the prison population is acceptable because the prison population 
is counted in the census data as part of the population where the prison is located and the use of 
this census data is generally acceptable absent any showing of overt discrimination.  Ultimately, 
NGN recommended that while the facts in Columbia County were not as extreme as those in the 

 
1 When the County conducted redistricting in 2010, the County included the prison population as part of the total 
County population.  The prison population at that time was divided between Districts 1 and 4.  Due to census block 
changes in the 2020 Census, the prison population is now located entirely within existing District 4.  
 
2 Calvin v. Jefferson Board of Commissioners, 172 F. Supp. 3d 1292 (N.D. Fla. 2016). 
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Jefferson County decision, the County should remove the prison population for purposes of 
redistricting to avoid any potential claim of prison gerrymandering. 
 
 On August 25, 2021, the Committee held a public meeting to consider proposed 
redistricting maps.  KSA prepared four maps for the Committee’s consideration based on 
discussion at their August 18, 2021 meeting.  After extensive discussion and consideration, the 
Committee unanimously voted to approve the Recommended Plan for transmittal to the BOCC, 
subject to two revisions.  The first revision altered the boundary in one area between Districts 1 
and 5 in order to follow Baya Drive and maintain more compact district shapes.  The second 
revision corrected an unintended error pointed out by KSA that impacted a few lots on the border 
of Districts 1 and 5. 
 
 As set forth in KSA’s memorandum attached hereto as Exhibit C, the Committee approved 
the Recommended Plan, with the dominant criterion being population and  balancing several 
criteria considered in total.   
 
 In summary, the Committee considered the following criteria in approving the 
Recommended Plan: 
 

• Keeping districts as nearly equal in population as possible. 
 
The U.S. Supreme Court has interpreted the Equal Protection clause of the 
Fourteenth Amendment to require voting districts, including those of state’s 
political subdivisions, to be determined by the “one person, one vote” principle 
under which districts are drawn with populations as nearly equal as is practicable.  
The Committee sought to avoid maximum deviations greater than 10%,3 pursuant 
to which redistricting plans receive a rebuttable presumption of validity.  
 

• Following census blocks, the baseline unit of redistricting contained in the 2020 
census data.  
 
Each district within the Committee’s Recommended Plan is comprised of 
individual, whole census blocks.  The Recommended Plan does not split census 
blocks. 
 

• Keeping incumbents in their districts.   
 
The Committee’s Recommended Plan keeps all current incumbents in their existing 
districts. 
 

 
3 Maximum deviation is measured by summing together the absolute values of the percent deviations from the 
smallest and largest districts.   
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• Preserving minority voting strength by neither “packing” nor “cracking” districts 
in a manner that dilutes minority voting strength.   
 
District 1 in the northern end of the County, historically has had a more significant 
Black population than in other Districts of the County.  The Black population of 
District 1 as currently constituted is approximately 34.6%.  The Black population 
of District 1 in the Recommended Plan remains roughly unchanged at 
approximately 34.2%.  The overall Black population within the County is 
approximately 15.5%.  The Committee considered that while race is one 
permissible redistricting factor, race may not be the sole or predominant factor.  
 

• Preserving municipalities and communities of interest.   
 
The City of Fort White remains within a single district (District 2).  Currently, 
portions of the City of Lake City are located within four (4) County Commission 
districts.  Given Lake City’s population, placing Lake City into a single district 
would be extremely difficult without running afoul of other principles like 
maintaining population equality among the districts and keeping incumbents in 
their districts.  The Committee considered that splitting Lake City into multiple 
Commission districts provides Lake City residents access to and influence over the 
election of multiple commissioners.  Based on the foregoing, the Committee 
determined that in keeping with Charter language providing for cities to be 
preserved “to the extent practicable and consistent with the law,” placing Lake City 
within a single district was not practicable and could only be done at the expense 
of other important factors and considerations.   

 
 The Committee submits the attached Recommended Plan, as set forth in Exhibit A, for the 
Board’s consideration.   
 
Exhibits: A. Recommended Plan 
  B. NGN Legal Memorandum 
  C. KSA Memorandum 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Exhibit A 
Recommended Plan 
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Exhibit B 
NGN Legal Memorandum  
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Exhibit C 
KSA Memorandum  
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