
 

 

 

District 4 Special Election: A Wide Open Contest 

 

Executive Summary 

Earlier this year, the San Diego City Council approved a March 26th special election to fill the recent 
vacancy in the 4th Council District. Though District 4 has been represented by an African American 
Councilmember for nearly half a century, new demographic trends suggest the next elected 
representative is equally likely to be Latino, Asian, or another ethnicity. Using GIS and database software 
to analyze data from the San Diego County Registrar of Voters and the United States Census Bureau, the 
National University System Institute for Policy Research (NUSIPR) made some notable findings.    

Overall, we found that in District 4: 

• The African American population is shrinking. Over the past twenty years, the African American 
population, which has dominated District elections, has declined 36%.  

• Ethnic diversity is increasing. Due to population growth, Asians and Latinos now outnumber 
African Americans and Caucasians. Voter registration of Asians & Latinos has also significantly 
increased in recent years.  

• Voter turnout will be low, and votes will be concentrated geographically. District 4 historically 
has one of the lowest voting rates in San Diego. Still, Oak Park, Ridgeview-Webster & Paradise 
Hills are projected to turn out to vote in relatively high numbers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Overview 

Since the introduction of district-based elections in 1988, southeastern San Diego has been represented 
in the City Council as District 4. While its borders have changed somewhat over three decennial rounds 
of citywide redistricting, the core neighborhoods of the District have largely stayed the same.  

In figure four red is the portion of the District that was removed during the 2010 redistricting, namely 
the communities of Mount Hope, Mountain View and portions of City Heights. Colored in blue are the 
new additions to the District - the northern tip of the Oak Park neighborhood, and Redwood 
Village/Rolando Park. Purple represents the area that remained District 4 after redistricting.  

Oddly, the San Diego Municipal Code requires that the March 26th special election be held using the old 
district boundaries- thus while the new neighborhoods will look to the new District 4 councilperson for 
constituent services, they will not be able to participate in his or her selection. 

 

Figure 1: Old & New Boundaries for San Diego City Council District 4 

 

 

 



Ethnic Diversity 

For decades, the District has been generally perceived as an African American seat. African Americans 
have long comprised a plurality of the District population. Even as recently as 2011, the San Diego City 
Redistricting Commission commented in its final report that “(we) recognized that District 4 has a large, 
geographically compact African American population and that it has historically been an African 
American influence district. The Commission wished to draw a district that respected that history.”  

However, since 1990, the size of the African American community has shrunk 36% in the District. 
Caucasians are also a declining population.  Meanwhile, Latino and Asian residents in District 4 have 
increased in number, a reflection of citywide demographic trends. Today, African Americans comprise 
only 19.2% of the overall District population. That trend is expected to continue as San Diego’s Latino 
population continues to grow as a percentage of the City’s population. 

 

Table 1: Census Demographic Data for District 4, 1990 - 2010 

 1990 2000 2010 
Latino 39,498 54,788 59,188 
Asian 30,701 34,451 32,740 

African American 42,624 38,210 27,424 
White 29,610 18,560 16,839 
Total 143,407 153,888 142,727 

 

 

Voter Registration & Turnout 

Among ethnic minorities, Latinos comprise the largest share of the District 4 electorate (29.6%), 
followed by African Americans (17.3%) and Asians (15.2%).  Many Latino and Asian residents of District 
Four are more recent registrants.  Nearly half (49%) of all Latino and (45%) Asian voters have become 
registered to vote in the District in the last five years.  In comparison, slightly more than 1/3 (36%) of 
African American voters have registered in the last five years. Overall, 43% of District 4 voters have 
registered since November 2007.   

 

Turnout likely to be Very Low  

In prior elections, voter precincts in southeastern San Diego have produced some of the lowest voter 
turnout rates on Election Day. In the last District 4 special primary election (November 2004), only 19% 
of voters cast ballots. For the purposes of a special election analysis, NUSIPR examined the precinct 
results from the May 2009 statewide special election. Overall, we found that the voter turnout rate in 



District 4 was lower than the citywide average (28.9%). Furthermore, only two out of fifty-seven 
precincts in District 4 surpassed the citywide rate.  As Figure 2 shows, there are important variations in 
the district – with precincts in Oak Park, Ridgeview-Webster and Paradise Hills seeing higher turnout 
than precincts in Mt. Hope, Mountain View, Lincoln Park, and Chollas View.  

On March 26th, NUSIPR projects similar turnout results, with the District’s most northern and southern 
precincts turning out to vote in higher numbers than the District-wide average. Less than a quarter of 
registered voters are expected to cast a vote in the March 26th election. 

Figure 2: 2009 Statewide Special Election, District 4 Turnout 

 

On March 26th, NUSIPR projects similar turnout results, with the District’s most northern and southern 
precincts turning out to vote in higher numbers than the District-wide average. We expect less than a 
quarter of registered voters to cast a vote in the March 26th election. 

The results from the special election aren’t expected to change the partisan balance of the City Council. 
District 4 favors Democratic candidates; the majority (53.6%) of voters are registered Democrats. 
According to the San Diego Registrar, District 4 has 35,535 Democrats, 11,932 registered Republicans, 
and 16,051 Decline to State voters.  

 



Conclusion 

Ultimately, the March 26th special election will be determined by which candidate is most successful in 
turning out their voter base. Those candidates with well-funded political campaigns and effective Get 
Out The Vote (GOTV) operations are more likely to make the runoff election. With so few voters 
expected to cast ballots on Election Day, the margin of victory could well come within a few dozen votes 
and not be determined until well after the close of the polls as provisional and absentee ballots are 
processed.  It remains to be seen how the increasing diversity within the District will affect the political 
environment. To win future elections, candidates may be required to pursue coalition building among 
different ethnic groups. Such multi-ethnic coalition building is already prevalent in the citywide and 
district elections of New York City and Los Angeles. More likely, coalition building will be necessary to 
facilitate future governance, decision making and consensus building within the District. What is certain 
is that District 4 elections will be increasingly competitive, and non-African American candidates will 
appear more frequently on the ballot.   

 

 

 

About the National University System Institute for Policy Research 

The National University System Institute for Policy Research (NUSIPR) is a non-partisan, non-profit 
organization that formulates and promotes high quality economic policy, and public opinion research so 
as to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of local governments in San Diego County and to improve 
the quality of life enjoyed by the region’s residents. 

NUSIPR publishes regular independent research and analysis for the public on a range of topics, 
including unemployment, business growth, and the San Diego housing market. The Institute also works 
collaboratively with clients to develop high quality research products that are tailored to their policy 
needs.  

 

 

 

 


