
CALIFORNIA VOTING RIGHTS ACT
Impact on Local Elections



“The right of citizens of the United States to 
vote shall not be denied or abridged by the 
United States or by any State on account of 
race, color, or previous condition of servitude.” 
(1870)

Despite the 15th Amendment, some states 
actively sought to disenfranchise minority 
voters.

15th Amendment
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• Implements the Constitutional protections that were 
adopted after the Civil War

• Provides nationwide protections for voting rights

• “Special provisions” that apply only to certain state and 
local jurisdictions

Voting Rights Act of 1965
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Under the Voting Rights Act of 1965, the method 
for electing local officials can be challenged if:

• There was a discriminatory intent in creating 
the election system

• The election system has a disparate effect on 
a protected class of voters

• One type of disparate effect is vote dilution
• At-large elections dilute the vote of minorities, by limiting their 

electoral influence
• But, a plaintiff needs to show that it is possible to create a 

geographically compact majority-minority district.

Voting Rights Act of 1965
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The CVRA is modeled after the Voting 
Rights Act of 1965

• But it makes it easier for anyone to challenge at-large 
elections for local agencies

o There is no requirement to show that there was a 
discriminatory intent

o There is no requirement to show that a change to 
district elections will result in a majority-minority district

California Voting Rights Act of 
2001
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A proponent of district elections only 
has to show that there is a 
“difference . . . in the choice of 
candidates or other electoral 
choices that are preferred by voters 
in a protected class, and in the 
choice of candidates and electoral 
choices that are preferred by voters 
in the rest of the electorate.”

Elections Code § 14026 (e)

California Voting Rights Act of 
2001
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May 5, 2017 letter challenging at-large 
elections for City Council

There were some factual errors in the letter, 
but the key points are:

• Latinos make up 1/3 of the Morgan Hill population
• No Latino/Latina has served on the Morgan Hill City Council 

since 1996
• The preferred candidates of Latino voters have not been 

successful

Morgan Hill Election Challenge
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The factual allegations in the letter were 
sufficient to meet the very low threshold under 
the CVRA

No City has ever successfully defended itself 
against a CVRA lawsuit.

Morgan Hill Election Challenge
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Cities that voluntarily change to district elections 
cannot be sued

• Within 45 days of receiving a demand for district elections, the City 
Council must adopt a resolution of intent

• 90 days after adopting the resolution, the City must adopt an 
ordinance establishing the districts.

• 4 public hearings
• Publish proposed maps 1 week in advance of Council discussion
• If an ordinance is adopted, the proponents may recover up to 

$30,000 from the agency for the work spent preparing the demand
• Morgan Hill City Council adopted a resolution of intent within the 45 

day period

Safe Harbor Legislation—
Elections Code §10010
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Date Public 
Meeting 

Purpose

June 21, 
2017
7:00PM

City Council 
Chamber

City Council 
Meeting/

Public 
Hearing #1

Initial Council discussion of 
process and outreach.
First public hearing to gather 
public input regarding the 
design of potential draft maps.

June 28, 
2017
7:00PM

City Council 
Chamber

City Council 
Meeting/

Public 
Hearing #2

Public hearing to gather input 
regarding the design of 
potential draft maps and map 
drawing criteria.

Demonstration of and Q&A 
regarding, map-drawing tools.

July 10, 2017
7:00PM

City Council 
Chamber

Community 
Workshop

Public forum discussion of 
process and map-drawing 
criteria.
Demonstration of, and Q&A 
regarding, map-drawing tools.

July 17, 2017 No meeting Deadline to submit draft maps

Date Public 
Meeting 

Purpose

July 26, 2017
5:30 p.m.

City Council 
Chamber

Council 
Workshop

Council review of draft maps 
and district options. Public 
forum discussion of draft maps.

July 26, 2017
7:00PM

City Council 
Chamber

City Council 
Meeting/

Public 
Hearing #3

Presentation of draft maps.
Public hearing to gather public 
input regarding the draft maps 
and election sequencing.

August 23, 
2017
7:00PM

City Council 
Chamber

City Council 
Meeting/

Public 
Hearing #4

Public hearing and Council vote 
to introduce ordinance 
(including selection of a map 
and election sequence).

September 
6, 2017
7:00PM

City Council 
Chamber

City Council 
Meeting

Second reading of and final 
adoption of ordinance.
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Questions
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