Reforming Texas Disenfranchisement Laws

Introduction *Already complete and turned in. Added for your review only. This will give you a general understanding as to what I am researching. I chose to look at 3 states: Texas, Florida and Maine. You can add other states if need be to clarify the research.
The most basic right of a citizen in a democracy is the right to vote and without this right, people can and will be easily ignored and even abused by their government. Texas law on voting with a felony conviction under Section 11.002 of the Texas Elections Code governs who is qualified to vote in Texas. As stated in this code, "qualified voter" means (4) has not been finally convicted of a felony or, if so convicted, has (A) fully discharged the sentence, including any term of incarceration, parole, or supervision, or completed a period of probation ordered by any court; or (B) been pardoned or otherwise released from resulting disability to vote. Ex-offenders should re-register to vote. Many states restore voting rights to individuals automatically after they exit jail or prison while others continue the bar on voting even while on probation or parole. A few permanently disenfranchise people with a past conviction or require they petition the government to have their right restored (Nonprofit VOTE, 2005). In Florida, individuals convicted of a felony now regain their right to vote upon completion of all the terms of their sentence – including prison, parole, probation and repayment of restitution or fines. The one exception is that any person convicted of a sex offense or murder permanently loos their right to vote unless granted a pardon to do so. On the other hand, in the states of Maine and Vermont, the right to vote is never taken away from individuals convicted of a felony, even while in prison. 
Texas has a terrible track records of voter suppression. A list from the Center for American Progress report some problems identified in the 2018 midterm elections that include voter registration problems, strict voter ID and ballot requirements to voter intimidation and harassment. The barriers tend to weigh heaviest on seniors, black and brown communities, and poor people (Van Cleve, 2020). One in 13 African Americans of voting age is disenfranchised, a rate more than four times greater than that of non-African Americans. Over 7.4 percent of the adult African American population is disenfranchised compared to 1.8 percent of the non-African American population (Uggen, Manza, Shannon 2016). African American disenfranchisement rates also vary significantly by State. In four states – Florida (21 percent), Kentucky (26 percent), Tennessee (21 percent), and Virginia (22 percent) – more than one in five African Americans is disenfranchised (Uggen, Manza, Shannon 2016). Despite significant legal changes in recent decades, over 6.1 million Americans remain disenfranchised in 2016. When broken down by race, it shows the disparities in the criminal justice system are linked to disparities in political representation. About 4.7 million adults who live, work, and pay taxes in their communities are banned from voting. Of this total, over one million are African Americans who have completed their sentences (Manza, Brooks, and Uggen 2004).
Professor Notes to me: 
This sounds like it will be a very interesting topic.  Have you planned what direction you will take it or are you waiting to develop that further as you find what research is out there?  One word of caution, it is great that you cite your sources, but try to put things into your own words just a bit more.  I want to see your thoughts and explanations, not a compilation of what has already been said. ﻿
















LITERATURE REVIEW- 7-8 pages (Due Saturday 10/31 no later than Sunday 11/01)


In a comprehensive report entitled Expanding the Vote, Nicole D. Porter highlights State Felony Disenfranchisement Reform between 1997 and 2010. As a coordinator of the sentencing project, Nicole argues that 5.3 million persons were disenfranchised in the whole of the USA (Porter, 2016). He also explained that the overall estimates were expected to be inflated by the new felony cases during that time. The sentencing project is a nonprofit organization that strives to foster criminal justice policy elements. The report acknowledges that considerable reforms in felony disenfranchisement policies have been met at state levels due to increased public pressure, which has led to the expansion of civil rights via legislative initiatives to persons with felony convictions. The change is also due to efforts at the neighborhood level to educate and register people with felony convictions. 
Disenfranchisement Laws in Texas
Between 1997 and 2010, approximately 800,000 persons regained their voting rights as a result of the reforms.  The 1997 Texas Reformation law was signed by George Bush, who was by then the governor. Ex-offenders' voting rights were restored upon completion of their felony sentences. For instance, Texas restored the voting rights of 317,000 persons after repealing the two-year waiting that barred felonies from being eligible voters until the completion of the term (Portillo, Bearfield & Riccucci, 2020). 
Another report by Lewis Conway states the challenges that felonies go through before regaining their voting right. Lewis, a former felony, currently works with Grassroots Roots leadership to aid others grappling with criminal justice issues (Aviram, Bragg & Lewis, 2017). The last time Lewis voted was in 1992, a year he cast his vote for Bill Clinton. He would then be granted voting right after two decades of fighting for such a precious democracy. The voluntary manslaughter conviction barred Lewis from voting until February 2012. Texas does not restore the voting rights of felonies until such fellows have completed probation and parole. The process can even take several years. In 2016, the Texas Department of Criminal Justice  (TDCI) reported that 389,000 people were thwarted from voting in October 2016. The figures equate to 2.5 percent of voting –the age of Texans barred from voting. Most of the affected are Latinos and African Americans due to disparities in the criminal justice system. Texas alone has 6.2 percent of disenfranchised African Americans. 
The policy enacted by TDCJ is not sufficient because a lot of the offenders don't realize that they can participate as voters. Another biggest obstacle is that Texas is historically known as a voter suppression state and one of the most challenging states. The government has controversial voter identification laws together with antiquated voter registration practices. The Republicans have toiled for the last decades trying to find better ways of challenging Texas Voting laws. It is an arduous affair to get on the electoral rolls of Texas. The State also has restrictions about when and where voters can register (Aviram, 2017). The limits also entail comprehensive details about that personnel allowed to carry out the registration process. Voter suppression is deeply encapsulated in every corner of Texas's voting ventures. There have been efforts to enable probationers to participate in a voting exercise in Texas. One such attempt is by a group of activists who  tried in 2005 to extend voting rights to probationers. The group advocated for direct re-enfranchisement, but the chief legislative sponsor proposed allowing the probationers to carry out a petition through a court for restoration whenever they have served a third of the sentence. The Brennan Center then prepared a memorandum for the coalition. It also offered advice about the rules defining the necessary procedures needed to make such a judicial petition. 
Another bill referred to as Sefronia Thompson introduced House Bill 1419. The bill proposes that convicted felons should be allowed to vote because they are not serving incarceration (Guidry et AL., 2017). If the bill becomes law, it will enable criminals sentenced to probation, parole, and supervision or any other sentences that do not involve a jail term to vote. If enacted, it will be Texas' first policy to address felony disenfranchisement since 1997. It is prudent that felons are allowed to vote because they also contribute to Texas's development by giving millions of taxes.
Disenfranchisement  laws in Florida
The laws date back to 1868 when lawmakers squeezed the policy into the constitution. The move was part of a slice of coined actions to eliminate black voters from the voting rolls (Lewis, 2018). Other requirements included poll taxes, literacy tests, and a requirement that voters had to prove their birth date. The provision was enforced, targeting freed slaves who lacked birth certificates. By 1880, Florida had successfully eliminated nearly all blacks from the voting platform. Things looked brighter in the 1960s when most of the barriers were lifted due to the civil rights movement's persistence. Unfortunately, the ban on felon voting persisted until the Amendment4. Initially, Florida, Iowa, Kentucky, and Virginia required all felons to petition the governor to restore their voting rights. Those who would like to vote would right their case to Florida's cabinet elected members and the governor. The felons could face arbitrary and intimate questions, such as the number of children they had and their mothers.  Governor Charlie Crist redefined prisoners' voting conditions in 2007 by changing the clemency rules to give back voting rights to over 150,000 people (Lewis, 2018). 	
The disenfranchisement laws are still a bone of contention in Florida. The issue lies in the disenfranchisement of persons convicted of a felony and have completed their sentence on bail, parole, and prison term. However, it is still barred from voting because they have outstanding fees, fines, of other unsettled restitution obligations. Before the enforcement of amendment 4, people facing felony charges permanently lost their voting rights. Their rights could only be restored by the governor based on clemency, although such decisions were rare to come about. A historical change occurred in 2018, November, when nearly 67% of the Florida voters approved the fourth Amendment. 
The Amendment automatically gave people convicted of felony their voting rights after completing their respective sentences. Those who were excerpted from benefiting from the fourth Amendment were convicts on sexual and murder offenses. Things took a different turn when in July 2019, Republicans came up with Senate Bill 7066, requiring that ex-felons needed to pay any fee balances before being allowed to vote (Lewis, 2018). This is also after they have completed their terms. The policy is disadvantaged, with about 750,000 people who had outstanding financial issues. 
May 2020 ushered in good news when the federal district court judge stated that the Senate bill was unconstitutional to persons incapable of footing such financial balances. The judge also determined that the statement is unfair to those unable to trace or decide on their outstanding balances. Unfortunately, the ruling was overturned 2020 September following an appeal. The verdict has directly affected about 1.7 million people who have had felony convictions.  Over 11% of voters are sidelined on financial obligations grounds. Most of those affected are African Americans who are more likely to vote for Democratic politicians. The obstacle attracted the attention of Michael Bloomberg (a former mayor of New York City), who decided to pay fines and outstanding fees of 33,000 felons to enable them to participate in the 2020 elections. 
One of the disheartening reality is that currently, state officials lack the exact number of registered felons. They also have no reliable data on the number of offenders on the voter rolls who owe the court fines or fees capable of disqualifying them during elections. The officials have not yet removed felons from the rolls for owing fees or penalties. It is also unlikely that the officials would do so before the day of elections. The tactic is the legendary attic of voter suppression that involves the weakening of Amendment four and giving of misleading information about vote-by-mail fraud.  
A study by the Sentencing project revealed that by 2016, Florida had nearly 1.4 million felons (Wood, 2016). The figure equates to a quarter of all the disenfranchised felons in the USA. Floridians are on the receiving end, for they overwhelmingly register as Democrats. The move was engineered by Florida's governor Ron DeSantis who is a staunch ally of President Trump. The governor pushed state lawmakers in 2019 to impose fines and fees to disqualify about 800,000 felons from participating in the voting exercise. A segment of the republicans argues that a lower voter turnout would guarantee the reelection of President Trump.
Enfranchisement in Maine
Apart from Vermont,  Maine has a state constitution that guarantees voting rights to all citizens, including incarcerated people from the ancient days of statehood. Maine's characteristics make voting by prisoners a less controversial issue (White & Nguyen, 2020). Incarcerated fellows can vote via absentee ballot in the place that they lived last. This means that they are not counted as the town residents that shelters a prison. This statement implies that the votes cannot sway local elections even if the prisoners vote as a bloc. Another element that makes voting less controversial is that unlike other states, Maine is dominated by whites; hence racial dimensions of felony disenfranchisement laws quickly defuse.  Laws that obstructed felonies from exercising their voting rights stemmed from the Southern states during the Jim Crow laws. The rules aimed at limiting the political power of blacks. In Maine, past attempts by legislators to exclude people convicted of capital crises have always failed. As of now, there lacks organized opposition in Maine to voting from the prison. Maine never disenfranchised felons due to a strong belief by law enforcement who strongly believe that individuals' continued disfranchisement after their release from prison is not a remedy for crime reduction.
If felonies are allowed to vote, it encourages civic engagement and reduces recidivism through community investment encouragement. The strategy also strengthens democratic ideals. The sentiments are echoed by research that determined that former offenders who participated in voting were less likely to be re-arrested than those who did not vote (Berg, 2016). In Maine, corrections officials encourage inmates to cast their votes. They rely on volunteers when it comes to registering inmates. The past years have seen organizations that advocate for voting; for instance, the NAACP and the League of Women Voters coordinate with the corrections department to carry out voter registration inside prisons. They always bridge the information gap by starting one-pagers with data about the political candidates. They also explain their positions on key elements (Malmberg, 2018).
Enfranchisement in Vermont
The State of Vermont also has an inherent right to vote for every individual, including prisoners. Since the founding of Vermont, incarcerated people have been allowed to vote. Jim Condos (the Secretary of State) affirmed and confirmed that Vermonters have "never had their right taken away during incarceration." (Malmberg, 2018) The Vermont Legislature tried to outlaw inmates from voting in the 1790s. The ruling was overruled in 1799 by an overwhelming decision of the Council of Censors, "a now-defunct fourth branch of government that met every seven years to decide constitutional questions." The 1793 Constitution of Vermont was interpreted to imply that voting rights could only be lost due to voter fraud.  The case was cited in the 1980s during an attempt to outlaw the voting of inmates in Vermont. The current constitution of Vermont categorically states that every individual who is above 18 years and a legal citizen of the United States of America. "having resided in this State for the period established by the General Assembly and who is of a quiet behavior ..shall be entitled to all the privileges of a voter of this state ."
Condos once admitted that Vermont state does not keep clear records about the number of incarcerated Vermonters vote. He made it clear that voting is among the pillars of the State's democracy, and the State governed has worked hard to make sure that barriers that limit eligibility to vote are broken down(White & Nguyen, 2018). The move was to enable every sound Vermonter to register as a voter and exercise his/her democratic right to vote. Hence, everyone has a right to vote, including those in jail. It also means that prisoners can vote from prison. It is true to say that the low turnout of prisoners during registration and voting is a personal decision by the inmates themselves. Maybe they are discouraged from participating because of the possibility of enhancing political win rather than improving their welfare as prisoners.










Students are expected to read and review historical and recent research on their problems when developing a literature review. 

Students should find 20-25 sources within the reference section of their paper. 
Research sources may include books, peer reviewed publications, government publications and professional trade journals. ﻿﻿﻿
I would suggest using EBSCO, NCJRS, BJA, ONDCP, OJJDP, FirstGov, and other credible websites. WIKIPEDIA IS NOT ALLOWED. Any online sources other than these do require the student to contact the instructor so the credibility of the website can be assessed.



SELECTION OF RELEVANT CRIMINOLOGICAL THEORY- 2-3 pages (Due 11/07)
Students should review pertinent criminological theories and provide a rationale as to why the problem under investigation has a basis in a particular criminological theory (in your informed opinion) and provide research on the problem and your belief of a theoretical basis. 

Make sure to use in text citations using author last name, year of publication and page numbers regarding information on the problem (Siegel, 2004, p. 85). Students should also check EBSCO and NCJRS to determine if there are prior studies describing the problem. 

Any online sources other than these do require the student to contact the instructor so the credibility of the website can be assessed.
CASE(S)- 2 pages (Due 11/14)
Students should thoroughly review credible websites such as EBSCO, First Gov,
LexisNexis Oyez.org, and FindLaw, to determine to what extent the problem has been identified within the court system. 

In the event students find the particular problem has not been identified within the courts, 
students should research case precedents within the court system which are closely associated with the particular problem. 

Students should provide a thorough background of the case and the judicial opinion of the case. Any online sources other than these do require the student to contact the instructor so the credibility of the website can be assessed.
POSITION – 2 pages (Due 11/21)
Articulate your beliefs clearly and cogently regarding the position you espouse as being the best way to address the problem you are discussing. 

Support your thoughts with a logical process of critical thinking that provides irrefutable evidence of your beliefs- provide an informed opinion based on what you have learned doing your research yet using your own creative thought process. 

Exemplary papers will include a plan of action to support your position yet oblige alternative positions on how your idea(s) might be implemented.
ALTERNATIVE POSITIONS – 1-2 pages (Due 11/28)
Provide an in-depth description of other alternatives that may provide a logical solution to your position. Feedback from classmates via the discussion board may assist you in this aspect.

CRITICAL REFLECTION- 2 pages (Due 12/5)
Using critical thinking and reflection skills, provide an explanation of how the problem under investigation, your position, and alternative positions might affect the three elements of the criminal justice system; police, courts and corrections. 

Provide an explanation of how the problem under investigation, your position, and alternative positions could also affect the federal, State and local government(s).

CONCLUSION – 1-2 pages (Due 12/11)
Use a detailed final description which ties the problem, theory, literature review, position and alternative positions together into a clear statement which addresses the overall problem.

REFERENCES- 2-3 pages (Due 12/11)
Include a detailed References section using APA format. 
Papers with incorrect APA format will be returned with no grade for revision.



Pertinent information:

Please note that this assignment is through Safe Assignment and I will not accept any submissions with a 50% or more Matching Percentage.  

If your Matching Percentage is 50% or more you will receive an automatic "F" for the assignment.   This information will then be reported to the Dr. Bobby Hall and he will handle any further sanctions from the University. 

Furthermore, there will be a great reduction in your grade for Matching Percentages between 21% and 49%.   

The only allowable Matching Percentage is 0 % t o20%. 

This must be submitted in APA format. Papers must be submitted in Times New Roman 12 Point Font.
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