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EQUITABLE REDISTRICTING FOR THE CAMBODIAN COMMUNITY 

 

March 16, 2018 

 

This paper discusses the circumstances and principles involved in the current effort to redistrict 

the City of Long Beach so that the greater Cambodian community, located principally along the 

Anaheim Corridor area, is in one council district. 

 

CITY OF LONG BEACH 

 

The City of Long Beach is a charter city meaning that it is governed by the City Charter. Section 103 of 

the Long Beach City Charter requires that the City be divided, for electoral purposes, into nine (9) 

councilmatic districts that are of approximately equal population. Council districts are determined based 

on population, not registered voters. 

 

With a population of roughly 460,000 people, each district has approximately 51,000 people.
1
 The 

current Long Beach Council District map per the last redistricting is set forth in Exhibit 1. 

 

THE REDISTRICTING PROCESS 

 

Section 103 of the Long Beach City Charter provides that the opportunity for redistricting in Long 

Beach happens every five years or at any other time the City Council directs. Thus the Council can 

consider redistricting at any time. Section 103 of the Charter also directs that, upon City Council 

direction, the Planning Commission shall ascertain the population residing in each council district and 

report its findings to the City Council. If the council districts are not “approximately equal” the City 

Council must redistrict. Yet the Charter does not limit redistricting to only this circumstance nor does it 

indicate under what circumstances the Council may redistrict. Additionally, in the past, the City has 

amended its prior redistricting as needed. See discussion infra. 

 

THE CAMBODIAN POPULATION LIVING IN LONG BEACH 

 

As a direct result of the Khmer Rouge genocide, many Cambodians immigrated to Long Beach. 

Consequently, Long Beach has the largest population of Cambodians outside of Cambodia itself.  

 

Within Long Beach, the majority of Cambodians settled in the Anaheim Corridor area. Much of this area 

was designated by the City in 2007 as Cambodia Town.  

 

Over the years, this population has somewhat shifted. Today, many Cambodians live in North Long 

Beach although the majority still reside in the Anaheim Corridor area. Exhibit 2 is the 2012 breakout by 

census track of Cambodians residing in Long Beach. 
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  When the Council redistricted last, in 2011, the number of residents was 462,257. 
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2011 REDISTRICTING 

 

As part of that the 2011 redistricting, the Council adopted its “City of Long Beach: Redistricting 

Criteria,” on March 22, 2011. A copy of the Redistricting Criteria is Exhibit 3.  

 

Item seven (7) of the Redistricting Criteria states: “Splits in neighborhoods, ethnic communities and 

other groups having a clear identity should be avoided.”  

 

Paragraph eleven (11) states: “Preservation of communities of interest, where possible.” Paragraph 

fourteen (14) states: “Preservation of population cores which have consistently been associated with 

particular districts.”  

 

Despite these criteria, the 2011 redistricting divided the greater Cambodian population living on and 

along the Anaheim Corridor. Most of the area was divided between the Fourth and Sixth districts due to 

the use of Gardenia Avenue as the North-South dividing line. This division of the Anaheim Corridor 

does not track or reflect the designation of Cambodia Town by the City. The population maps also show 

some of the larger Cambodian census tracts in the northern part of the Second Council District and 

eastern part of the First Council District.  

 

NOVEMBER 29, 2016 MEMORANDUM FROM CITY MANAGER 

 

On November 29, 2016, Patrick H. West, City Manager, presented the Council with a memorandum 

prepared by the Director of Development Services which reviewed the possibility of redistricting in 

2016. Exhibit 4. That memo looked to whether increases in population of roughly more than 5% above 

or below the ideal distribution had occurred. At that time, the initial estimates showed that the Seventh 

District had grown over 3,000 residents putting it 6.7% above the ideal but the Memorandum does not 

advocate redistricting because there was “no guarantee that a redistricting process would result in an 

actual population that is closer to the ideal ….” The Memorandum also referred to the federal Voting 

Rights Act and state California Election Code requirements that redistricting plans not discriminate on 

the basis of race, color or membership in language minority groups. Lastly, the Memorandum points out 

that the Census Bureau will be releasing the latest population estimates, ACS 2015, on December 8, 

2016 and cites as this as “most suitable option for population estimates data if mid-decade redistricting 

is conducted.”  

 

AMENDING REDISTRICTING 

 

While the City Charter requires redistricting when population shifts create district populations that fall 

outside the ideal number, to a plus or minus 5%, the Council has, in the past, redistricted partially to 

amend Council boundaries when necessary. Probably the most well-known example occurred following 

the redistricting in 1991. During that redistricting, the boundaries for the Second Council District were 

changed so that then Council candidate Alan Lowenthal was redistricted out of his own district, being 

moved from the Second District to the Third District. Following his election in 1992, the City Council 

amended its redistricting to move the boundary of the Second Council District sufficiently to include 

Councilmember Lowenthal’s longtime residence. This was reportedly done to fix a “political wrong” 

created by the 1991 redistricting. See LA Times, July 23, 1992. This redistricting fix was done without 
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the procedure set forth in the City Charter for the Planning Commission to evaluate the need to 

redistrict, etc. There may be other examples of this as well. 

 

PROPOSED INCLUSIVE AREA 

 

Rethinking Long Beach, a Long Beach  based think tank,  reviewed the U. S. Census data for 

2016 and prepared a map showing the contiguous concentration of Cambodians living in and 

around the Anaheim Corridor (Exhibit 5). This map shows the 13 census tracts needed for 

unification of the Cambodian population in the Anaheim Corridor area. This would include 52% 

of the Cambodian population, about 9,312 Cambodians, of the total population estimated at 

17,641.
2
  

 

NEW DATA 

 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the population estimated for the City of Long Beach as of July 1, 

2016 was 470,130 persons which represents a population increase of about 8,000 people since 2011. The 

population estimate for July 1, 2017 is not yet available. Probably this results in additional Council 

Districts being outside the plus/minus 5%. 

 

THE CALL TO REDISTRICT NOW 

 

The Cambodian population is one of the most traumatized populations in the world resulting 

from the Khmer Rouge genocide from 1975 to 1979. The MAYE Center works with Cambodian 

survivors to build their residency and develop their self-healing. As a natural progression of self-

healing, about 20 Cambodian survivors began a 20 week class on Civics, Organizing and 

Government (COG). After gaining their footing in the nature of federal, state and local 

governments, one student Vy Sron asked “how do we organize our community for more political 

power?” This led to a study, in detail, of Long Beach City Government including the current 

Council Districts, current population maps and the ability to alter Council Districts so that the 

greater Cambodian population in Long Beach could be united in one Council District. The class 

believes that such a move will promote the power of the Cambodian community to achieve 

equity, bring resources to bear on the Cambodian community as such, and lay the groundwork 

for voter registration and greater participation in the democratic process. 

 

In December 2017, the COG class put out a call to all community leaders and individuals in the 

Cambodian community as far as they could reach. As a result, during an initial meeting in 

January, about 40 community members came together to learn what the COG class had learned 

and to evaluate whether something could be done. The concept of a petition was presented. 

Redistricting in time for the 2020 election cycle was sought because even numbered council 

districts vote in 2020. 

 

The MAYE Center’s COG class opened the process up to democratic and transparent 

participation by everyone who wants to participate. As a result, those at the larger meeting were 

                                                 
2
  Commentators have noted that this probably is an undercount of the true number due to 

distrust of government and lack of participation in the census process. 
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invited to participate in a Planning Committee, charged with making all decisions related to the 

initiative. The Planning Committee decided upon a petition to Long Beach City Council. Charles 

Song and Laura Som were selected as co-chairs and these individuals along with Ms. Vy Sron 

were elected as spokespeople. The petition was created by the Planning Committee which is 

chaired by the consultants to the group Marc Coleman and Dr. Alex Norman and all decisions 

are made democratically by the Planning Committee. 

 

THE PETITION DRIVE 

 

The Committee believes that the best way to educate the community about both the current 

division of the Cambodian population and the ability to change this condition is through a 

petition campaign. Moreover, coming from a country and a time where one could be killed for 

speaking out, the act of petitioning in pursuit of justice and equity has tremendous repercussions 

for the Cambodian community. Not only do they seek a just result but they seek a just process 

wherein they exercise their democratic right under the First Amendment of the United States 

Constitution to petition and receive a hearing. The petition is open to people of all races, 

nationalities, ages and ethnic groups to sign. The Planning Committee has specifically 

encouraged other groups to participate, collect signatures and join in one voice to promote 

redistricting that unites the Cambodian community. A copy of the Petition is attached as Exhibit 

6. 

 

The educational rewards to the greater Cambodian community and its supporters through the 

petitioning effort is great. The ability to work both within and without the Cambodian 

community to maximize its voting potential and achieve equity for Cambodian immigrants bodes 

well for the future. 

 

This effort is supported by many diverse individuals and the following organizations: Cambodian 

Veterans Association, Khmer American Civic Engagement Committee, the MAYE Center, 

Cambodian Health Professionals Association, Cambodian Advocacy Collaborative, Cambodia 

Town Film Festival, Khmers Kampuchea-Krom Federation, Mietophoum National Library and 

Cultural Center, and Khmer Arts Academy. 

 

 

END OF MEMO 


