The Importance of This Year’s Pennsylvania Supreme Court Election 

Following the historic elections of last November, it may seem as if this upcoming November 3rd 2009 election is not important.  However, because of the upcoming 2010 Census and redistricting, this November is in many ways even more critical to the rights of LGBT people.  The next ten years of equality efforts in large part depend on this November’s elections because of redistricting.   So it is as important as ever to get out and vote this November!
Redistricting is the process in the United States of changing electoral district boundaries in response to census results. The next census will be held in 2010. The Pennsyvania legislature has primary responsibility for creating a redistricting plan, but  the state court systems are involved in resolving disputes over redistricting and the Pennsylvania Supreme Court has final authority over wetther a plan follows the law and is constitional.  

Our influence over the next ten years comes down to the way voting districts are redrawn after the 2010 census.  Ten years ago by using 2000 census data & voter registration records, a Republican controlled PA House & PA Senate gerrymandered districts in such a way that they locked in conservative control of the PA State Senate throughout the past decade.   (They almost managed to do the same thing with the PA House, but the PA House is much harder to gerrymander.) Ultimately, the PA Supreme Court has final authority over redistricting plans.   But ten years ago, the PA Supreme Court was also controlled by the Republican Party & they rubberstamped the gerrymandering.  The winner of this year’s State Supreme Court Race will determine which political party controls the Pennsylvania Supreme Court. 

Right now, there are 3 Republicans and 3 Democrats on the PA Supreme Court. The 7th open seat will be decided this November 3rd , 2009 and our choice is between Joan Orie Melvin or Jack Panella.  Joan Orie Melvin is the sister of Pennsylvania Senator Jane Orie, she is a leader of anti-LGBT equality efforts in the Pennsylvania Senate.  Meanwhile, Jack Panella, the Democratic candidate has been endorsed by Steel-City Stonewall Democrats and is superb on our issues & progressive issues in general. You can read his responses to our questions in the news archive of our web page: www.steel-city.org  

In addition to the redistricting issue, which could lock in a GOP Majority for years to come, is the fact that the race for the State Supreme Court in Pennsylvania is very important due to the serious impact it can have in supporting the rights of LGBT people.  We can see from examples in other state’s Supreme Courts (e.g. California, Massachusetts and Vermont) that the State courts play an important role in upholding the constitutional rights of LGBT people.  

After the redistricting is done, are we going to have a majority of districts that are likely to vote progressive?  Are we going to have a majority of districts that are likely to vote a progressive legislator in? The next person elected to the Pennsylvania Supreme Court will have a critical impact upon the lives of LGBT people across the commonwealth for years to come.  We need to make sure that the next person elected to the Court supports the rights and lives of LGBT people. We need to make sure that Judge Jack Panella (Jack is currently a judge in the Pennsylvania Superior Court) is elected to the PA Supreme Court.  We will then finally have a Pennsylvania Supreme Court that truly reflects the concerns of ALL Pennsylvanians.   

-Dana Elmendorf

President, Steel-City Stonewall Democrats

SPECIAL NOTE on the 2009 Pittsburgh Mayoral Race:  Because the Steel-City endorsement process is member driven and new Independent candidates came forward for the Pittsburgh Mayoral race after we had completed our member endorsement vote, the board is not endorsing a specific candidate for the race.  We are, however, endorsing an informed electorate and encourage all to review the responses to key questions which the board received from candidates Kevin Acklin, Doc Harris and Mayor Luke Ravenstahl.   The questionnaires are posted on our webpage and can be easily located by going to this link: http://stonewalldemocrats.org/steel-city/node/922   We hope you find the information the responses provide both interesting and helpful to your decision about the Mayor's race.
If your are interested in becoming a member of Steel-City Stonewall Democrats or would like to learn more about our chapter, you can go to our webpage on the National Stonewall Democrats site.  Our web page link is www.steel-city.org 
