Amherst Districting Advisory Board
Final Report to the Amherst Town Council
October 13, 2021
Districting Advisory Board (DAB) voting members:
Irene Dujovne, Chair (District 1)
Peggy Shannon, Vice Chair (District 5)
Mahek Ghelani (District 1)
Marilyn Blaustein (District 2)
Tracy Zafian (District 3)
Joseph Gordon (District 3)
Tammy Parks (District 2, resigned)
Craig Meadows (District 4, resigned)
Non-voting members:
Amherst Town Clerk, Susan Audette
Amherst GIS Administrator, Mike Warner
Amherst Board of Registrars: Demetria Shabazz

Summary
The Districting Advisory Board (DAB) was convened in early August to review the 2020
Census data and, if necessary, redraft the precinct and district boundaries for the town.
The Census data, released in mid-August showed eight of ten existing precincts in
violation of state regulations necessitating updating the boundaries. The DAB met
weekly for eleven weeks and, at the October 5 meeting, unanimously voted to put
forward one map for Town Council approval. The Town must submit an approved map
to the Local Election District Review Commission (LEDRC) by October 30 or risk the
State creating a map for Amherst with little understanding of the nature of Amherst’s
population distribution and neighborhoods.
DAB
The Districting Advisory Board (DAB) was convened on August 4, 2021. Per the Home
Rule Charter, the DAB should have 9 voting members, with up to 2 from each of the 5
districts, plus 3 non-voting members (the Town Clerk, a member of the IT staff, and a
representative of the Board of Registrars). When convened, the 2021 DAB had 7 voting
members; an eighth joined in late August, and two members resigned in September.
The DAB met weekly for eleven weeks. The approved minutes of each meeting are filed
on the amherstma.gov website (https://amherstma.gov/Archive.aspx). The materials
that the DAB discussed at each meeting including preliminary maps are available in the
DAB’s meeting packet archives (https://amherstma.gov/DocumentCenter/Index/4361).
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The charge of the DAB is to review the population and demographic data released by
the U.S. Census Bureau every decade and, if necessary, redraw the precincts and
districts in Amherst so that all precincts have a similar number of residents. Under
Massachusetts General Law (Chapter 54), no precinct can contain more than 4,000
residents, each precinct’s population must be within 5% of the average, and, to the
extent possible, precincts and districts should be compact and contiguous and
neighborhoods/areas of common interest kept together. In addition, the State requires
that minority voting strength not be unfairly diluted.
Population of Amherst
The 2020 U.S. Census Bureau
released its official population counts
for redistricting purposes in mid-August
2021. According to the final 2020 U.S.
Census figures, Amherst's population
as of April 2020 was 39,263, an
increase of 1,444 since the 2010 U.S.
Census. This increase can largely be
attributed to growth in the residence
hall population at UMass with the
opening of the Commonwealth College
Honors dorm (1,500 beds), and new
housing being constructed near
downtown. This increase in residents
was offset by decreased populations at
Hampshire College and some older
neighborhoods. DAB members believe
that there may have been
undercounting of residents, including
off-campus students in some
neighborhoods, due to the Covid-19
pandemic.
Although the increase in population was
modest, the changes in population
distribution were considerable. Eight of
the existing precincts have populations
outside of the allowable range
necessitating updating the precinct and
district boundaries. Due to the number and location of the precincts that need altering,
all precincts and districts will be affected. Massachusetts General Law would require
these precincts to be redrawn with populations in the range of 3,730 to 4,000 residents.
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Table 1: Precinct population from 2020 Census.

Precinct

Population

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

3685
4103
4038
3478
3807
3544
3840
3142
4180
5446
39263

Total

Percent
Difference
from Mean
-6.15
4.50
2.84
-11.42
-3.04
-9.74
-2.20
-19.98
6.46
38.71

Number of Precincts
Previous to the release of the official data, preliminary data indicated that Amherst had
a projected population of over 41,000 and, based on this figure, the State proposed that
Amherst be divided into 12 precincts. However, because the Town Charter mandates 5
voting districts, the number of precincts must be a multiple of 5. Thus, if Amherst’s
population were roughly 41,000, the number of precincts would have to be 15.
Once the census data was released, showing a population under 40,000, the DAB
initially considered both 10 and 15 precinct scenarios. Ten precincts could be
constructed that met the MGL requirements and there is little concern about
overcrowding at the polls given the low number of active voters in Amherst. Although
15 precincts were also possible, they presented additional challenges including the
added costs associated with conducting elections in five new precincts. After consulting
with the state and the Town’s legal counsel, the DAB chose to retain 10 precincts for the
redistricting process.
With 10 precincts and an official 2020 Census population of 39,263, the range for
precinct size would be from 3,730 to 4,000 residents. The DAB's task therefore, was to
create a new map of precinct boundaries, each precinct having no fewer than 3,730
residents and no more than 4,000.
The Process
The U.S. Census Bureau divides the Town into Census blocks, which are mainly bound
by street center-lines, railroad tracks, power lines and bodies of water. Amherst
currently has 423 Census blocks. The blocks are grouped together to form precincts
and in Amherst, the precincts are grouped together to form electoral districts. Census
blocks cannot be divided except through an appeal to the Census Bureau.
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One fundamental difficulty of districting in Amherst is that the housing for the University
of Massachusetts, Amherst College, and Hampshire College is densely populated while
at the same time home to few active voters. The estimated 41% of Amherst’s
population that lives in campus housing between the three institutions reside in just 2%
of Amherst’s geographic area of 27.7 square miles. Precincts must be balanced for
numbers of residents but for town government, it is preferable that districts be balanced
for active voters. The DAB had to work with census blocks that varied greatly in
population size ranging with an upper limit of over 2,500 to as low as 0, with several
census blocks in the 500 and above range. One precinct, consisting of several UMass
dorms, contains a census block with 2,512 residents. Despite the limited demographic
data from the Census, familiarity with Amherst allowed the DAB to identify off-campus
areas that are home to many undergraduate students. Because of the very low student
participation in local elections, the DAB made an effort to distribute residence halls and
undergraduate students into as many precincts and districts as possible and not to
create precincts, and especially districts, that are comprised of only dorms and
undergraduate students.
To assist the DAB, Mr. Warner created a “precinct-building map" which the DAB could
use to create redistricting scenarios via the Town's GIS system and allow the DAB to
view some demographic data as overlays. As precinct boundaries were modified online,
the population counts per precinct could be calculated. This made the DAB's task much
easier than it would have been if the work was done with pencil and paper. More than
20 possible sets of precinct and district boundaries were explored.
The DAB considered several criteria in creating a new precinct map. Some were
required by the State:
1. Precincts have to be contiguous with minimal fingers and tails
2. Minority voting strength should not be unfairly diluted
3. Race alone cannot be used
In addition, the DAB considered:
4. Student population—no precinct should be populated entirely by students and the
DAB would attempt to distribute dorms and/or student apartment complexes among the
precincts as evenly as possible
5. Active Registered voters should be distributed as evenly as possible
6. Changes to existing precinct boundaries should be minimized
7. Neighborhoods should be kept integral in a single district as much as possible
8. Village centers should be considered
In late September members of the DAB had a conversation with staff from the Secretary
of the Commonwealth’s election division office. The election staff expressed no major
concerns with the proposed precinct maps that the DAB was considering at that time.
They made a few suggestions regarding minor edits to the maps.
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In August and September, the DAB did outreach to educate the public and invite input:
an initial press release in August was followed by another in September; meetings were
recorded and aired by Amherst Media; working maps were printed and posted in Town
Hall and the Jones Library; and every meeting included two dedicated public-comment
periods.
On October 5th, the DAB had three maps under consideration and voted unanimously
to put forward one map for approval by the Town Council. The DAB will present its
recommended map to the Amherst Town Council at the Council meeting on October 18,
2021.
Characteristics of Proposed Map (see below)
● All precincts have fewer than 4000 residents and populations within 2.73% of the
average
● The proposed precincts maintain the integrity of most neighborhoods and result
in few precinct changes for Town residents. With the DAB’s map, 81% of
residents (and 78% of active registered voters) remain in the same precinct and
61% of residents (and 66% of active registered voters) remain in the same
district.
● In order to more evenly distribute active registered voters, the proposed map
includes changes in the pairing of some precincts. Precinct 4 is now paired with
Precinct 7, Precinct 5 is paired with Precinct 8, and Precinct 9 is paired with
Precinct 10. Had the pairings remained the same, nearly 40% of active
registered voters would have resided in District 5.
● The student dormitory and off-campus populations are distributed as evenly as
possible within the proposed districts.
● As much as possible, neighborhoods with higher numbers of Black or African
American and/or Latinx or Hispanic residents, as identified by the Census
demographic data, are not isolated in an otherwise overwhelmingly white district.
Summary and Next Steps
The DAB has learned from the experience of working with the Census data for the past
few months that even small changes to precinct boundaries can then require additional
changes in order to continue to meet State requirements, including keeping the
population of precincts within acceptable range. Two weeks ago, the State indicated to
the DAB that they were not even able to generate a single map with 10 precincts that
would meet State requirements. Unlike the State, the DAB did create multiple maps
meeting the requirements before selecting a final proposed map.
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The State requires that by October 30, 2021 the Town Clerk submit to the
Local Election District Review Commission (LEDRC), through the
Secretary of State, a certified vote of the Town Council with the following:
● Certified copy of the vote of the local approving authority (Town Council)
● Official legal description for each precinct and ward
● Official block listing (for each precinct and ward, where applicable)
● Approved precinct map
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APPENDIX A
Table summary of population by precinct and district

Table A.1 Existing Precincts with 2020
population

Table A.2 Proposed Precincts with 2020
population

Precinct

Population

Percent
Difference
from Mean

Active
Registered
Voters

Precinct

Population

Percent
Difference
from Mean

Active
Registered
Voters

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

3685
4103
4038
3478
3807
3544
3840
3142
4180
5446
39263

-6.15
4.50
2.84
-11.42
-3.04
-9.74
-2.20
-19.98
6.46
38.71

818
1291
410
379
976
1594
1548
1810
998
354
10178

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
Total

3995
3928
3834
3997
3902
3819
3913
3920
3987
3978
39263

1.50
0.04
-2.35
1.80
-0.62
-2.73
-0.33
-0.16
1.55
1.32

1010
627
473
549
632
1734
1521
2391
785
454
10176

Total

*Note, two current active voters had addresses that were unable to be geo-coded and matched to a new precinct

Table A.3 Existing Districts with
2020 population
District
Population Active
Voters
1
7723
1228
2
7647
2885
3
8924
733
4
7987
1974
5
6982
3358
39263
10178
Total

Table A.4 Proposed Districts
with 2020 population
District
Population Active
Voters
1
7819
1483
2
7747
2361
3
7910
2070
4
7965
1239
5
7822
3023
Total
39263
10176
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APPENDIX B
Demographic distribution (data available as of October 2021)

2020 U.S. Census, Population by Race and Hispanic Origin Data
When completing the decennial U.S. Census survey, people are asked to identify their race, and
whether they are Hispanic or Latino. They can select one or multiple race categories; as a
result, the totals add up to more than 100%.
Table B.1. Distribution of population by Race and Hispanic Origin Data
Number of
Residents

% of Amherst’s
Population

Black or African American

3,450

8.8%

Asian

7,957

20.3%

American Indian and Alaska Native

559

1.4%

Native Hawaiian and other Pacific
Islander

92

0.2%

Some Other Race

3297

8.4%

Hispanic

3,807

9.7%

White alone, Non-Hispanic

24,135

61.5%

Source: 2020 U.S. Census.
Definition of race categories provided in U.S. Census survey documentation,
link:
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial/2020/technical-documentation/complete-tech-d
ocs/summary-file/2020Census_PL94_171Redistricting_StatesTechDoc_English.pdf

Excerpts from the above documentation:
Definitions from the U.S. Office of Management and Budget (OMB) guide the Census Bureau in
classifying written responses to the race question:
White: “A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, the Middle East, or North
Africa.”
Black or African American: “A person having origins in any of the Black racial groups of Africa.”
American Indian or Alaska Native: “A person having origins in any of the original peoples of North and
South America (including Central America) and who maintains tribal affiliation or community
attachment.”
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Asian: “A person having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia, or the
Indian subcontinent.”
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander: “A person having origins in any of the original peoples of
Hawaii, Guam, Samoa, or other Pacific Islands.”
Some Other Race. “Includes all other responses not included in the “White,” “Black or African American,”
“American Indian or Alaska Native,” “Asian,” and “Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander” race
categories described above. Respondents reporting entries such as multiracial, mixed, interracial, or a
Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish group (for example, Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, or Spanish) in response
to the race question are included in this category.”
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Figure B.1 Distribution of Hispanic or Latino population

Figure B.2 Distribution of Black or African American population
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Figure B.3 Distribution of Asian population

Figure B.4 Distribution of American Indian and Alaska Native
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Figure B.5 Dist. of Native Hawaiian & other Pacific Islander

Figure B.6 Distribution of some Other Race

