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council form of government; it included two at-large seats but, at the request of the
black community, three single-member districts.®3 One black council member was
elected from the 62 percent black district.34

Approximately one-third of Alabama’s county commissions were elected by
single-member districts in 1965; sixteen sought to adopt at-large elections during
the next two decades.85 The Department of Justice objected to eleven of these
changes and precleared the remainder because the black population was either too
small or too geographically dispersed to constitute a black-majority district. Jus-
tice also objected to the adoption of at-large elections for three county school
boards. 86

Section S review was sometimes the cause of changes to district elections in
Alabama. In most jurisdictions, however, the principal means of securing equita-
ble election plans was through litigation. A number of federal court decisions in
the early 1970s signaled that black plaintiffs in such cases would receive a fair
hearing.

The Influence of Sims v. Amos and White v. Regester

In 1972 a three-judge panel decided in Sims v. Amos to outlaw further use of
multimember districts in the apportionment of seats in the Alabama legislature, at
least in part as a remedy for racial vote dilution.87 Newspaper coverage of public
reaction to the decision displayed widespread agreement among attorneys, legisla-
tors, local officials, and political observers that elimination of multimember dis-
tricts would substantially increase black representation.®® Implementation of the
court’s districting plan in 1974 increased the number of black legislators from two
to fifteen.89

Three weeks after the court struck down multimember districts as racially
discriminatory in Sims v. Amos, the Selma city council discovered that it had to
change its method of elections. Because the city’s population had passed the
20,000 mark by 1970, the state’s municipal election code required Selma to choose
between going to ward elections or cutting the number of council seats from ten to
five. The black community petitioned for acceptance of single-member districts,
and city council members agreed. Mayor Joe Smitherman seems to have played a
role in persuading the council to choose ward elections, despite their recognition
that such a change would “lead to the election of the council’s first black
members.”?0

Two communities apparently switched on their own initiative to district elec-
tions; the change even seems to have been motivated, in part, by a desire to provide
minority representation. In 1972 the college town of Auburn adopted a mixed
plan, with two members elected by each of four wards, plus a council president
elected citywide.®! More surprising was the switch to single-member districts in
the state’s capital city. Under the leadership of Mayor James Robinson, Montgom-
ery adopted the mayor-council form of government with nine single-member
districts. According to a recent study, “Montgomery adopted districts as the price
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