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When Americans discuss reforming elections, two proposals tend to dom-
inate the conversation: independent redistricting commissions and ranked-
choice voting.

Independent commissions are presented as a way to reduce partisan con-
trol over district maps. Ranked-choice voting is presented as a way to give
voters more choices and allow preferences beyond a single candidate to in-
�uence the result.

Both may improve parts of the existing electoral system. Neither changes
its underlying geographic foundation.

ZIP apportionment is a newer and far less familiar proposal. Rather
than asking only who should draw legislative districts or how votes should
be counted within them, it begins with a more fundamental question:

Why should politicians or appointed commissions con-

struct representational boundaries when established ge-

ographic communities could instead serve as the basis of

representation?

That is the central di�erence.
Independent redistricting commissions change who draws electoral

districts.
Ranked-choice voting changes how voters select among candidates

and how those votes are counted.
ZIP apportionment changes the geographic foundation upon which

representation is organized.
This is therefore not a comparison among three interchangeable reforms.

It is a comparison between two widely discussed attempts to improve the
existing system and a less familiar proposal that would restructure the system
closer to its foundation.

1.1 What Is Being Reformed?

The traditional American system begins with a predetermined number of leg-
islative seats. After each decennial census, the population is divided among
districts from which representatives are elected.

That process raises several separate questions:

� How many representatives will there be?

� What geographic communities will they represent?

� Who will draw the boundaries?
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� How will voters choose among the candidates?

Independent redistricting commissions primarily address the question of
who draws the boundaries.

Ranked-choice voting addresses how voters choose among candidates and
how the winner is determined.

ZIP apportionment begins with the question of what geographic commu-
nities representatives should represent. By answering that question �rst, it
could also restrict how much power any mapmaker has to manipulate the
boundaries afterward.

1.2 Independent Redistricting Commissions: Moving the Map-

makers

Independent redistricting commissions are commonly described as a way to
remove partisan politics from redistricting.

That description deserves scrutiny.
An independent commission may be independent of the legislature's di-

rect control without being independent of political parties, political appoint-
ments or ideological in�uence. The word independent describes the commis-
sion's institutional position. It does not necessarily mean that its members
are politically neutral.

Commission structures vary considerably. Some include legislators. Some
reserve positions for members of the major political parties. Others employ
screening committees, applicant pools and appointments made by elected
political leaders.

The result may be a body that is bipartisan rather than nonpartisan.
That distinction matters.
A bipartisan commission does not remove partisan interests from redis-

tricting. It places representatives of those interests together on a separate
body and asks them to negotiate the map.

1.2.1 Virginia's bipartisan commission

Virginia's redistricting commission provides a particularly clear example.
The commission consisted of 16 members: eight legislators and eight

citizens. The legislative seats were divided between members of the two
largest parties in the Virginia Senate and House of Delegates and �lled by
the respective legislative leaders.1

1Code of Virginia � 30-392 establishes a 16-member commission composed of eight
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The citizen commissioners were not selected in a statewide election. Leg-
islative leaders submitted lists of proposed citizen members to a selection
committee composed of retired judges, which then chose the eight citizen
commissioners.2

During a June 2021 meeting, citizen commissioner Richard Harrell di-
rectly addressed the distinction between independence and nonpartisanship.
The o�cial meeting summary records that Harrell described the commission
as �not nonpartisan but rather bipartisan� and observed that its members
had been selected on a partisan basis.3

That characterization did not come from an outside opponent of commis-
sions. It came from a member of the commission during its own proceedings.

Virginia's system may have prevented one legislative majority from exer-
cising unilateral control over every district. But it did not remove partisan-
ship from mapmaking. It created a body in which partisan representatives
and politically selected citizens shared the authority.

1.2.2 Arizona's partisan structure

Arizona uses a di�erent model, but political a�liation remains built into its
structure.

The Arizona Constitution creates a �ve-member independent redistrict-
ing commission. Legislative leaders appoint four commissioners from a screened
pool. No more than two of those four may belong to the same political party.
The four appointed commissioners then select a �fth member, who serves as
chair and cannot be registered with a party already represented on the com-
mission.4

The selection pool itself is divided according to political registration:
nominees from each of the state's two largest parties and nominees who are
not registered with either of those parties.5

legislative commissioners and eight citizen commissioners. The legislative members are
appointed by the leaders of the two largest parties in each chamber. Source

2Code of Virginia �� 30-393 and 30-394 establish the Redistricting Commission Selec-
tion Committee and the process under which legislative leaders submit citizen candidates
for selection. Source

3Virginia Redistricting Commission, Summary of Meeting, June 7, 2021, p. 2. The
o�cial summary states that Richard Harrell described the commission as �not nonpartisan
but rather bipartisan� and said its members had been selected on a partisan basis. Source

4Arizona Constitution, Article IV, Part 2, � 1, establishes the �ve-member Arizona
Independent Redistricting Commission and its appointment process. Source

5The Arizona Constitution requires the applicant pool to contain nominees from each
of the two largest political parties and nominees not registered with either of those parties.
Source
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This arrangement may prevent either major party from automatically
controlling a majority. That is di�erent from removing partisan considera-
tions from the process.

Four of the �ve appointments are made by elected legislative leaders, and
the constitutional structure explicitly accounts for party a�liation.

1.2.3 The accountability problem

Redistricting performed by a legislature is openly political.
The legislators who vote for a map are elected o�cials. Their names,

party a�liations and votes can be made public. Voters may oppose them in
a subsequent election.

Commissioners generally do not face that same form of direct electoral
accountability.

They exercise substantial power over representation, but voters ordinar-
ily cannot remove an individual commissioner at the next election. Account-
ability instead depends on the appointment system, public-meeting require-
ments, disclosure rules, judicial review and whatever removal procedures the
state has established.

Supporters may regard this insulation from electoral pressure as a virtue.
Commissioners who are not running for o�ce may be less concerned about
protecting their own districts.

Critics can reasonably view the same insulation as a defect. Political
power has been transferred from elected partisans to appointed people who
may themselves have strong partisan or ideological commitments but who
cannot be removed directly by voters.

1.2.4 The appointment problem

Calling a commission independent does not make its selection process open
or politically neutral.

Political leaders may control appointments. Screening bodies may deter-
mine who is eligible. Party registration may determine which seats appli-
cants can �ll. Rules intended to exclude political insiders may also create a
specialized applicant class that is unfamiliar to ordinary voters.

The decisive questions are therefore not merely whether commissioners
currently hold elected o�ce.

� Who nominated them?

� Who screened them?
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� Who appointed them?

� Were seats distributed according to party a�liation?

� What political or professional relationships did the commissioners have
before their appointment?

� What direct recourse do voters have if they believe a commissioner
abused the position?

A commission can move mapmaking one step away from the legislature
while remaining deeply connected to the political establishment.

1.2.5 What commissions may improve

A commission can prevent the majority party in a legislature from exercising
complete and unilateral control over redistricting.

It may require agreement across party lines. It may conduct public hear-
ings, publish proposed maps and receive public submissions. It may also
prevent sitting legislators from personally designing districts to protect their
own seats.

Those are genuine possible improvements over unrestricted legislative
mapmaking.

But they should not be confused with political neutrality.
A map negotiated by appointed Democrats, appointed Republicans and

politically screened independents remains a map constructed through a po-
litical process.

1.2.6 What commissions leave unchanged

Most importantly, the commission still possesses the power to construct con-
stituencies.

Its members decide which communities remain together, which are di-
vided and where each district begins and ends. They must balance popula-
tion equality, political boundaries, compactness, communities of interest and
voting-rights requirements.

Those considerations can con�ict. Applying them requires judgment.
Replacing legislators with commissioners therefore does not eliminate the

central power that makes gerrymandering possible. It transfers that power
to another body.

The public is then asked to trust that the new mapmakers are fairer, less
self-interested or more restrained than the old ones.
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Sometimes they may be.
But the institutional problem remains: a small group of people still has

the authority to decide which voters will be placed together and which will
be separated.

ZIP apportionment takes a di�erent approach. It does not depend pri-
marily upon �nding better people to draw political boundaries. It attempts
to reduce how much freedom anyone has to draw them.

1.3 Ranked-Choice Voting: Changing the Ballot

Ranked-choice voting operates at a later stage of the electoral process.
Under the familiar single-winner form, voters rank candidates in order of

preference rather than selecting only one. When no candidate receives the
required number of �rst-choice votes, the candidate with the fewest votes is
eliminated. Ballots assigned to that candidate are transferred to the next-
ranked candidate who remains in the contest. Counting continues in rounds
until a winner is determined.6

Ranked-choice voting therefore changes the information voters may place
on the ballot and the process used to determine the winner.

It does not determine where district boundaries are located.
A state could use ranked-choice voting within districts drawn by a legis-

lature. It could use it within districts drawn by a commission. It could also
use it within constituencies based on ZIP geography.

1.3.1 What ranked-choice voting may improve

Ranked-choice voting allows voters to express more information than a tra-
ditional single-choice ballot.

A voter may support a preferred candidate while also identifying a second
or third choice. In a race with several candidates, this can reduce the concern
that voting for a less-established candidate will help elect the voter's least-
preferred candidate.

Depending upon the form adopted, RCV can also produce a majority win-
ner through additional counting rounds without requiring a separate runo�
election.

Those are changes to the manner in which candidates compete and voters
express their preferences.

6U.S. Election Assistance Commission, Alternative Voting Methods in the United States,
describing ranked ballots and successive-round tabulation methods. Source
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1.3.2 What ranked-choice voting leaves unchanged

Ranked-choice voting does not prevent gerrymandering.
A district can still be designed to concentrate one group of voters in a

small number of districts or divide that group among several districts. Giving
those voters a ranked ballot does not alter the geographic composition of
their constituency.

RCV also does not determine how many representatives a community re-
ceives. In a single-member system, the district still elects one representative
regardless of whether voters select one candidate or rank several.

Ranked-choice voting changes the election held inside a constituency.
It does not change how that constituency was created.

1.4 ZIP Apportionment: Changing the Geographic Founda-

tion

ZIP apportionment begins earlier in the process.
Instead of beginning with a �xed number of seats and directing map-

makers to divide a state into that many districts, it begins with established
ZIP-based communities.

Under the proposal considered here, residential �ve-digit ZIP areas would
provide the initial geographic units of representation. A ZIP area within an
established population range could elect one representative. A more popu-
lous ZIP could receive additional representatives and, where necessary, be
divided into smaller constituencies under predetermined rules.

The objective is not simply to appoint more trustworthy mapmakers.
It is to reduce the mapmaker's authority by establishing the basic repre-

sentational geography before anyone considers the likely partisan result.
Traditional redistricting begins with the number of districts and con-

structs the geography needed to �ll them.
ZIP apportionment begins with the geography and derives much of the

representation from it.
That reverses the order of the process.

1.5 ZIP Codes Require a Precise Legal De�nition

ZIP Codes were created for mail delivery, not political representation.
They also are not geographic polygons in the same sense as counties, mu-

nicipalities or legislative districts. The Census Bureau explains that postal
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ZIP Codes are collections of delivery routes and points rather than conven-
tional areas.7

To publish demographic and geographic data associated with ZIP Codes,
the Census Bureau creates ZIP Code Tabulation Areas, or ZCTAs. ZCTAs
are generalized area representations constructed from census blocks to ap-
proximate the geographic distribution of ZIP Code service areas.8

A ZCTA is not identical to a postal ZIP Code.
Not every postal ZIP Code corresponds to a conventional residential area.

Some ZIP Codes principally serve post-o�ce boxes, organizations or partic-
ular delivery functions. Census geography also shows that ZCTAs need not
remain entirely within county, municipal or even state boundaries.9

Any serious ZIP-apportionment law must therefore de�ne exactly which
geography governs.

It cannot merely say, �Use ZIP Codes.�
The law would need to identify the o�cial geographic dataset, determine

how often it is updated and establish rules for discrepancies between postal
ZIP assignments and census geography.

These are genuine implementation questions. They are not reasons to
dismiss the proposal, but they must be answered before ZIP apportionment
could become a functioning legal system.

1.6 What ZIP Apportionment Would Improve

ZIP apportionment is intended to reduce the freedom to construct con-
stituencies for political purposes.

Under conventional redistricting, mapmakers can combine census blocks,
precincts, neighborhoods and portions of communities until a district reaches
its required population. Even when rules discourage unnecessary division,
the �nal district remains the product of human decisions.

A ZIP-based system would begin with geographic units that already exist
independently of the redistricting process.

The ZIP would not have been created because it produces a desirable
Republican, Democratic or incumbent-protecting result. It would predate

7U.S. Census Bureau, �2011 Geography Changes,� explaining that ZIP Codes are col-
lections of postal delivery routes rather than geographic areas. Source

8U.S. Census Bureau, �ZIP Code Tabulation Areas,� de�ning ZCTAs as generalized
area representations of point-based ZIP Codes constructed from census blocks. Source

9U.S. Census Bureau materials explain that ZCTAs are approximate representations
of postal service areas and may cross county, place and, in a small number of cases, state
boundaries. Source
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the election and would have been established for an unrelated administrative
purpose.

That does not mean every postal ZIP is naturally a uni�ed political
community. ZIP areas can cross other jurisdictional boundaries and can
contain residents who do not regard themselves as belonging to the same
civic community.

The narrower and more defensible claim is that ZIP geography provides
an existing, externally established starting point that political mapmakers
did not create for the election before them.

That would change where discretion enters the system.
Instead of giving mapmakers broad authority to design every constituency,

ZIP apportionment would require them to justify departures from a prede-
�ned geographic rule.

1.7 What ZIP ApportionmentWould Not Automatically Solve

ZIP populations vary substantially. A strict rule granting exactly one rep-
resentative to every ZIP area, regardless of population, would create major
population disparities.

The Supreme Court's one-person, one-vote cases require state and local
legislative districts to be constructed on a substantially equal-population ba-
sis. The Court has stated that when members of an elected body are chosen
from separate districts, those districts must, as far as practicable, allow equal
numbers of people to elect proportionally equal numbers of representatives.10

A workable ZIP model would therefore require a population threshold.
A smaller residential ZIP might elect one representative. A much larger

ZIP might elect several representatives or be divided into several internal
constituencies.

That creates another risk.
If o�cials are given broad discretion to subdivide large ZIP areas or com-

bine small ones, the system could recreate conventional redistricting under
another name.

For ZIP apportionment to serve its intended purpose, those exceptions
would have to be narrow, transparent and governed by rules established
before the partisan e�ects of a particular map were known.

A ZIP-based system would also have to comply with the Voting Rights
Act. Section 2 applies nationwide to voting standards, practices and proce-

10The Supreme Court's one-person, one-vote doctrine requires separately elected dis-
tricts to provide substantially equal representation. See Reynolds v. Sims, 377 U.S. 533
(1964), and the Court's summary of the doctrine in Evenwel v. Abbott. Source
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dures, including districting plans and methods used to elect public o�cials.
It prohibits both intentionally discriminatory practices and practices that
produce prohibited discriminatory results.11

ZIP boundaries could not be treated as an excuse to ignore those require-
ments.

The proposal must therefore solve two problems at once:

� It must preserve enough population equality and voting-rights protec-
tion to meet existing law.

� It must also restrict political discretion enough that ZIP geography
does not become merely another set of pieces for mapmakers to rear-
range.

1.8 The Central Di�erence

The most useful comparison is not simply which proposal is best. It is which
institutional question each proposal answers.

Approach Central question What it changes What remains

Independent redistricting commissions Who draws the districts? Mapping authority moves from elected legislators to an appointed or separately selected body Custom districts, population balancing, partisan in�uence and subjective boundary decisions remain
Ranked-choice voting How is the winner selected? Voters rank candidates and ballots may be transferred through counting rounds District geography and the number of representatives generally remain unchanged
ZIP apportionment What geographic communities should representation begin with? ZIP-based geography becomes the default foundation for allocating representation Population equality, voting-rights compliance and limited rules for unusually large or small areas remain necessary

These approaches are not necessarily mutually exclusive.
A ZIP-apportioned legislature could use ranked-choice voting. A com-

mission could be assigned the limited task of subdividing ZIP areas that
exceed an established population threshold. Ranked-choice voting could be
adopted without changing any district boundaries.

They can coexist because they operate at di�erent layers of the electoral
system.

But they should not be treated as equally fundamental.
Ranked-choice voting modi�es the election conducted within a constituency.
An independent commission modi�es the institution authorized to draw

the constituency.
ZIP apportionment establishes a di�erent starting point for determining

what the constituency is.

11U.S. Department of Justice, Guidance Under Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act,
explaining that Section 2 applies nationwide to districting plans and methods of electing
public o�cials and prohibits both intentionally discriminatory practices and practices
producing discriminatory results. Source
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1.9 Which One Confronts Gerrymandering?

The answer depends upon how deeply we de�ne the problem.
If gerrymandering is understood primarily as legislators drawing maps

for their own partisan advantage, an independent commission addresses the
immediate con�ict of interest.

It changes who holds the pencil.
But partisan gerrymandering is accomplished through the strategic place-

ment of district lines. The Supreme Court has described it as drawing leg-
islative districts to subordinate one political party's supporters and entrench
a rival party in power.12

If the deeper problem is that any political institution possesses broad
authority to assemble voters into strategically useful constituencies, ZIP ap-
portionment goes further.

It limits what the pencil may draw.
Ranked-choice voting may improve competition and voter choice within a

district, but it does not change the district's boundaries. It therefore does not
directly remove the geographic mechanism through which gerrymandering
occurs.

This does not mean commissions or ranked-choice voting have no value.
It means they work within the familiar districting structure.
ZIP apportionment challenges that structure.

1.10 A Question of Discretion

The three approaches can also be understood by asking where they place
political discretion.

Independent redistricting commissions transfer mapping discretion to a
separate body, often structured to balance partisan interests rather than
eliminate them.

Ranked-choice voting gives voters greater discretion to express prefer-
ences among several candidates.

ZIP apportionment attempts to reduce the discretion available to anyone
constructing geographic constituencies.

Each approach involves tradeo�s.
A commission can consider local conditions and balance competing cri-

teria, but doing so requires subjective judgment.

12In Rucho v. Common Cause, the Supreme Court discussed partisan gerrymandering
claims involving district lines drawn to subordinate one political party's supporters and
entrench another party in power. Source
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Ranked-choice voting allows voters to express additional preferences, but
it requires compatible ballot design, counting procedures, election systems
and voter education. The U.S. Election Assistance Commission recognizes
that alternative voting methods create distinct administrative and imple-
mentation considerations for election o�cials.13

ZIP apportionment provides a more rule-bound geographic starting point,
but ZIP areas were not created as political units and vary greatly in popu-
lation and con�guration.

The relevant question is not whether one approach is �awless.
None is.
The relevant question is which form of discretion poses the greatest threat

to representational integrity and where that discretion should reside.

1.11 Improving the Existing System or Rebuilding Its Foun-

dation

Independent redistricting commissions and ranked-choice voting are widely
discussed because they o�er changes without requiring a complete reconsid-
eration of how representation is geographically organized.

A commission promises a di�erent mapmaker.
Ranked-choice voting promises a more expressive ballot.
ZIP apportionment makes a larger claim: the problem may not be limited

to who draws the map or how elections are conducted after the map is
complete.

The deeper problem may be the assumption that representation should
begin with a map constructed by political authorities.

That is what makes ZIP apportionment di�erent.
It begins with existing communities rather than a desired number of

districts.
It treats geographic boundaries as something political o�cials should

inherit whenever practicable, not something they should be free to invent.
It does not promise to eliminate every dispute. Large ZIP areas would

still need to be divided. Population equality would still matter. Voting-
rights protections would still apply. Rules would be needed for changes in
census and postal geography.

But those decisions would occur within a system whose default bound-
aries had been established for reasons unrelated to the election.

13U.S. Election Assistance Commission, Alternative Voting Methods in the United States.
Source
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Independent commissions attempt to improve or balance the people who
draw the lines.

Ranked-choice voting improves the choices voters make inside those lines.
ZIP apportionment asks whether we can remove much of the power to

draw those lines in the �rst place.
That is not simply another election reform.
It is a di�erent foundation for representation.
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