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REPRECINCTING BOSTON 
 

What’s the situation with Boston’s precincts? 

 

Massachusetts state law mandates that after 

the decennial census, municipalities must 

redraw their precinct lines. This is done to 

“equalize” precincts, ensuring that one 

precinct does not have drastically more 

residents than another. Each precinct is home 

to one polling place on election day, meaning 

that the larger the precinct population, the 

longer the wait time to vote. By equalizing 

precincts, no one segment of the population 

must be forced to wait in line to vote longer 

than another. 

 

Yet this state law does not apply to Boston. In 1920, the state passed a law exempting 

Boston from this process. As a result, Boston’s precincts have not been redrawn since 

then. Because the city’s makeup has changed drastically in that time, the system has 

proven deeply unequal.  

 

What does this actually look like in Boston? 

 

This was apparent in the November 3, 2020 General Election. 

While the registered voters per precinct population averaged out 

to approximately 1,694 for the general election in Boston, many 

precincts appeared vastly different. Ward six, precinct one – home 

to the Seaport District – held 7,290 voters: 430% above the city 

average. All of Ward three, which includes the North End, 

Downtown, and Chinatown, possessed precinct populations 

above the city average. Areas like Mattapan, Hyde Park, and 

Dorchester contained above-average precinct populations too. In 

total, 72 of Boston’s precincts – 28% – possessed above-average 

precinct populations. 

http://bit.ly/3n3xe09
http://bit.ly/3n3xe09
https://bit.ly/37UV6hT
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This inequality hits Boston’s underserved communities hardest, as exemplified by the 

case of Chinatown. Ward three, precinct eight, which includes Chinatown, held 7,059 

registered voters in the November 3 election: 417% above the city’s average. Within this 

area, (a) approximately 53% of residents are of Asian descent; (b) the average annual 

household income is $28,646; (c) 87% of residents are renters; and (d) about 40% of 

residents have received a bachelor’s degree, but 31% possess less than a ninth grade 

education. The table below underscores how drastically these statistics differ from the 

rest of Boston and all of Massachusetts. 

 

Comparing Chinatown to the city of Boston and state of Massachusetts 

Community Asian-

American 

Population 

Annual 

Household 

Income 

Renter 

Population 

Population Lacking a 

High School Education 

Chinatown 53% $28,646 87% 31% 

Boston 10% $71,115 65% 13% 

Massachusetts 7% $81,215 38% 9% 

 
How can we fix this? 

 

The reprecincting issue could be solved a few ways. For 

instance, the city of Boston could pass and the 

Massachusetts state legislature approve a Home Rule 

Petition mandating that Boston conduct reprecincting 

every 10 years like the rest of the state. Or, the city of 

Boston could redraw their precincts during the 

decennial reprecincting process without the need for 

approval from the state legislature. Instead, the city 

would follow the rest of the state’s municipalities, 

submitting their newly-proposed precincts to the 

Secretary of State’s office and the Local Election District 

Review Commission (LEDRC) for review.  

https://www.mass.gov/doc/home-rule/download

