
LETTER BY SHERRY KELLY 
TO THE BENICIA CITY COUNCIL ON AT-LARGE v. DISTRICT VOTING IN BENICIA 
January 18, 2020 
 
Dear Mayor and Members of the Council, 
 
I understand that the Council will be deliberating as to whether or not to move to district-based 
elections. I would like to voice my concerns based on my observations as a retired city clerk who has 
worked for over 30 years both in cities that elect their officials by district and at large and as someone 
who has been responsible for providing election services for these jurisdictions. 
 
The purpose of elections by district is to provide opportunities for minorities and communities of 
interest to have elected representation and to not be disenfranchised. I am not a demographer, but it is 
my belief that minorities residing in Benicia are fairly equally disbursed throughout the city and it would 
be difficult to draw boundaries that would ensure any minority representation on the Council. So my 
question is what is the problem you are trying to fix? 
 
Benicia does have some differences in areas of interest, such as the downtown, industrial park, old town 
versus newer development areas. I question what boundary lines would look like and the impact of the 
boundaries, and as a result, representation, when balancing the populations of the more populated 
areas like the newer residential areas versus the industrial park with fewer residents. 
 
It is my belief that Benicia is too small both in population and area to benefit from the formation of 
districts. With a population of around 27,000 each district would be composed of approximately 6,750 
people. District boundaries are established by population and not by the number of registered voters, so 
it is difficult to know how many registered voters would reside in each of the four districts. While a 
demographer would be able to give you historical information, the boundaries can not be drawn based 
on registered voter figures, but must be substantially equal in population. My experience with district 
elections has been that some districts tend to have better voter turnout than others and this can run 
from 40% to 70% turn out per district. In the 2018 election approximately 14,000 Benicia voters cast a 
ballot for one or more candidates or measures, but that does not mean that this number will be equally 
represented in each district. 
 
My experience has also been that if there are multiple candidates running in a district of the size that 
would need to be formed in Benicia, a person could get elected with less than 1,000 votes. Worse yet, in 
a district of this size, it is quite likely that it may be difficult to get any and/or multiple interested and 
qualified candidates to run for office. As a result, all of the citizens are impacted by not having the best 
representation they can get for the city. 
 
I have lived in Benicia since 1986, and while not politically active, I have taken serious my responsibility 
to learn about the candidates and issues, and to vote for all members of the Council and the Mayor. I 
would hate to lose my ability to vote for four council members and a mayor and to be limited to only 
being able to vote for one of the four members that sits on the Council. This gives me, and everyone else 
that votes, less of a voice in the governance of the city. 
 
Thank you for taking my thoughts into consideration as you deliberate. 
 
Sherry Kelly 


