
The 2020 Census and Alabama

While Alabama’s major metropolitan areas continue to expe-
rience healthy growth, the state’s population is increasing at a 
rate that is less than half that of the U.S. as a whole. This poses 
a problem because the results of the 2020 Census will be used 
to determine not only a decades-worth of federal government 
revenue allocations but Alabama’s representation in Congress 
and voice in the Electoral College as well. Assuming a full 
count, projections suggest that Alabama, along with New York, 
Illinois, Ohio, Michigan, West Virginia, Pennsylvania, and 
Rhode Island, will lose a congressional seat and a vote in the 
Electoral College to states with higher growth rates such as 
Texas, Florida, Oregon, and Montana (the potential impact of 
the citizenship question on seat allocation is discussed below).1  
If Alabama is to defy the odds and maintain its seven congres-
sional districts, a full count of Alabama’s residents will need to 
occur. 

Principles

Although the Alabama Policy Institute is most focused on 
the policies of the state government, API is heavily concerned 
with the interests of Alabama on the national stage as well. 
An undercount of Alabama residents in the 2020 Census, it 
is clear, would be detrimental to federal funding rates, Ala-
bama’s representation in the U.S. House of Representatives, 
and the state’s importance in future presidential elections. Any 
organization with an investment in Alabama’s future, therefore, 
should have an interest in a full count of Alabama’s residents 
during the 2020 Census.

The Citizenship Question

In a vacuum, the citizenship question’s presence on the decen-
nial survey should have no impact on the apportionment of 
congressional seats or federal funding to states. According to 
Section 2 of the 14th Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, 
representatives are allocated “according to their respective 
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numbers, counting the whole number of persons in each 
state”.2 All residents, including undocumented immigrants, are 
represented in Congress regardless of their permanent, citi-
zenship, or legal status under the 14th Amendment. This will 
remain unchanged unless 1) a Supreme Court ruling deter-
mines the definition of “persons” to mean citizens alone or 2) 
a constitutional amendment with the same effect is approved. 
Scenario A is unlikely as the Supreme Court affirmed in 1964 
in Wesberry v. Sanders this version of apportionment based on 
total population.3 

Predicting an Undercount

The citizenship question, however, would not be asked in a 
vacuum. In fact, the Census Bureau has warned that including 
a citizenship question would likely result in an undercount of 
certain populations, especially of minorities.4 Many argue that 
fear of detention or deportation by illegal aliens and an antag-
onistic attitude towards the federal government could result 
in an undercount. Regardless, the Supreme Court has ruled 
against the Trump Administration’s reasoning for a citizen-
ship question and the Census Bureau has begun the process 
of printing the survey without the question.5  If there is a 



level drive Alabama’s minimal annual population growth rate 
of .26% (from 4,875,120 to 4,887,871 between 2017 and 
2018).11 This is lower than that of neighboring states Tennes-
see, Georgia, and Florida, who are growing at rates of .91%, 
1.02%, and 1.54%, respectively, and higher than Mississippi’s 
growth rate of -.1%.12 

Since the 1940 Census, Congress has used the Method of 
Equal Proportions to ensure appropriate apportionment of the 
435 seats of the House of Representatives.13 Per the U.S. Con-
stitution, each state is permitted at least one Representative 
in the House. The remaining 385 seats are assigned to states 
based on the total population determined in the recently-con-
ducted census through a decades-old, nonbiased formula. 
There are no politics involved in the seat apportionment, and 
this method ensures that there are roughly the same number 
of residents in each congressional district. After the seats are 
apportioned, it is (mostly) state legislatures which then decide 
how to draw the boundaries of the congressional districts.14 

Conclusion

As a result of a slow growth rate, it is likely that Alabama will 
lose a seat in Congress and the Electoral College after the 
2020 Census. Even so, full participation in the Yellowhammer 
State during the 2020 Census could stymy that change. API, 
therefore, supports Governor Ivey’s “Alabama Counts” initia-
tive and her desire to see every Alabamian counted.

significant undercount, states like Alabama could retain a seat 
they would otherwise lose.6 That outcome, however, would not 
reflect the current understanding of representation in Congress 
as defined by the 14th Amendment and Wesberry v. Sanders 
and should not be pursued. 

The Purpose of the Citizenship Question

As adding a citizenship question does not ensure apportion-
ment based on the total number of citizens in a state, the true 
reasoning behind the question is slightly less obvious. Some 
argue that the Trump Administration is hoping to cause an 
undercount which would benefit the Republican Party even 
though it could cause serious problems with federal funding 
formulas which assume the accuracy of the Census.7

A more likely explanation is that the Trump Administration 
is seeking to allow state legislatures to allocate their seats 
based on eligible voters (citizens by default) and not the full 
population. State legislatures are not precluded from drawing 
their lines in this manner, and a Supreme Court decision in 
2016 (Evenwel v. Abbott) specifically allowed states to align its 
districts by eligible voters (not simply registered voters).8  That 
data, however, has not been available to state legislatures as 
the citizenship question has not been asked on the standard 
census survey since 1950.9 This change in drawing the electoral 
map within states could benefit Republicans by eliminat-
ing non-citizens from representation. If President Trump’s 
bureaucratic workaround of the citizenship question through 
the executive branch yields dependable citizenship data, states 
could soon draw districts based on eligible voters. This would 
be purely optional, however, and the state’s chosen method of 
allocating seats is independent of the federal distribution of 
seats within the U.S. House of Representatives (which will 
remain based on total population).

The Current Status of the Census and 
Alabama 

Alabama’s Population

Between 2017 and 2018, 45 of Alabama’s 67 counties lost 
population.10 While other counties are growing, most nota-
bly those suburban areas outside Birmingham, Mobile, and 
Huntsville, an aging population and relatively low migration 

How Representation in the House of Representatives 
and Electoral College is Determined
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