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San Juan County, Utah, ordered to draft new school board election districting plan  
by January 28th, 2016 

 
 
 Last week, Judge Robert Shelby, of the United States District Court for Utah, ruled that 

the election district plan for the school board in San Juan County, Utah, violates the Equal 

Protection Clause of the United States Constitution. This week, on December 17th, Judge Shelby 

brought San Juan County and the Navajo Nation back to court to discuss redrawing school board 

election districts so they meet constitutional requirements. 

 This is not the first time this issue has come up. Last year, the Nation’s redistricting 

expert, William Cooper, developed two draft redistricting plans for the San Juan County school 

board election districts that meet constitutional standards. Those plans were first offered to the 

County as part of a motion in February 2014. In July 2014, the Nation again submitted those 

plans to the County to offer a solution to the unconstitutional districting. In March 2015, the 

Nation offered these plans for a third time to the County. The County did not respond to any of 

the Nation’s proposals and never provided its own districting plan as an alternative solution. 

 At the hearing on November 10, 2015, Judge Shelby ordered the parties to meet and 

discuss the development of a school board election plan that meets constitutional standards. 

Earlier this month representatives of the Nation met with the County Commission and the School 

Board in Blanding to discuss possible remedial plans. The Nation brought Mr. Cooper from 



 
 

Virginia to assist with these discussions. Mr. Cooper spent several hours explaining 

constitutional requirements, districting issues in the County, and explained his proposed 

redistricting plans to the officials in attendance. Representatives from the Navajo Nation came 

away from that meeting with the sense that County officials had not been adequately informed of 

the Nation’s proposed plans or the County’s obligations under the law. It was also apparent that 

the County’s representatives had not discussed alternative plans. Since the November 23rd 

meeting, the County still has not provided an alternative districting plan that complies with the 

Constitution. 

 The persistent, 23 year long, failure of the County to address its unconstitutional school 

board districting plan was the backdrop of the status conference held on December 17. At that 

hearing, Judge Shelby made clear that the Court would not tolerate further delay in fixing school 

board election districts. He ordered the County to devise a new election districting plan that 

complies with the Constitution by January 28, 2016. Judge Shelby also gave the Navajo Nation 

the option to submit additional remedial plans by that date. Judge Shelby made clear that these 

plans should have as close to zero overall population deviation (a measure of how far a plan 

deviates from the one-person, one-vote standard) as possible. He also indicated that he would not 

approve a plan with a deviation above 4%. (The current school board plan has a deviation of 

38%, which the Judge said in his December 9th Memorandum Decision and Order “far exceeds” 

the constitutional maximum of 10%.) 

 Leonard Gorman, Executive Director of the Navajo Nation Human Rights Commission, 

attended the status conference and said, “We are very pleased with how the hearing went 

yesterday. It was great that Judge Shelby agreed that Navajo voters in San Juan County should 

not have to tolerate violations of their constitutional rights through another election cycle. We 



 
 

are especially grateful to Judge Shelby for establishing a firm deadline for fixing the County’s 

illegal School Board election districts.” 

Attorney General Ethel Branch of the Navajo Nation indicated, “Members of the Navajo 

Nation living in San Juan County have been enduring this abrogation of their basic constitutional 

right to an equal vote for far too long.  We are thankful to the District Court for its even-handed 

application of the law with respect to our tribal members, and we look forward to future legal 

action to ensure that this finding is made real for the Navajo people living in San Juan County.” 

 

For further information, please contact Maya Kane at 970-946-5419 

 

 


