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A life is not important except in the impact it has on other lives.


—Jackie Robinson1


Elections aren't just about who votes, but also who doesn't vote.


—Michelle Obama2
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West Powell had a story to tell. In doing so, he changed our democracy for the better.


The forty-five-year-old African American with a big smile and a soft voice did not set out to have such a large impact. He just wanted to feel whole again, feel like part of society, feel like his small voice would at least be heard. He was finishing up a physical therapy degree and feared that he wouldn't be able to find a job. Maybe, just maybe, if he told his story, someone would listen. Sure, it seemed futile. But even long shots have a chance, right?


If only Powell lived in a different state, not Kentucky, then perhaps things would be easier. But he had a family and a home. In any event, he wanted to feel like he was part of his community, not outside of it.


The problem was that over twenty-five years earlier, Powell had made a dumb mistake. He had just graduated from Holmes High School in Covington, Kentucky, which is just south of Cincinnati, when he and his brother broke into an auto salvage yard and stole a car radio. He was caught and convicted of a felony. He served his time, met a woman, and started a family. He opened his own computer repair shop. But he strived for more.


Adding insult to injury, he also lost his right to vote—for life. States have varying rules on felon disenfranchisement. Two states—Maine and Vermont—actually allow prisoners to vote while in jail, and many at least reinstate the right to vote after a person finishes his or her prison sentence and parole. But in deep red Kentucky, felons are disenfranchised forever. The only recourse is to ask the governor to restore someone's civil rights, and you can imagine how often that works.


So Powell decided to speak up. He wasn't even thinking about voting rights as much as his application for a physical therapy license. He had earned a 4.0 GPA in school but feared that the state would not let him finish his licensure exam. He needed to have his record expunged.


For several years the Kentucky legislature had considered a bill to allow certain low-level felons3 to regain their rights, but it had always failed to pass. Why would this year, 2015, be any different? What would convince the legislators—especially conservative Republicans who tended to support felon disenfranchisement—to change their minds this time?


The answer was West Powell. His voice shook as he began telling his story to the Kentucky Senate Judiciary Committee, which was considering a bill to allow some felons to seek an expungement of their record. “My name is West Powell,” he said softly. “I'm a forty-five-year-old father of five. I have four girls, one boy. I was trying to have a boy, but the four girls came first, so, that's that.”4 The lawmakers chuckled.


Then he told the committee about the mistake he had made back in 1989, when he was still a teenager. “Me and my brother—he's sitting back there—came up with a stupid idea to steal a car stereo from an auto parts place, and we got caught doing it.” He went on to explain how he spent eleven months in jail because he violated his probation curfew of 10:00 p.m., but only because his job made him work until 11:00. Once out of prison he cleaned up his life, but he had a hard time finding a new job given that he had to “check the box” on any job application to indicate that he was a felon. He went to school to learn about computers and then opened a computer repair shop. “Since I can't get a job, I'll just make my job—so if any of you guys need laptops repaired…iPad screens replaced, I do a lot of those, I do cell phones as well,” he quipped. He then talked about his physical therapy degree, noting that his clinical exams were coming up. Part of that process included a background check, and “I'm sweating bullets” about what would come back. “All of that work I've done may be going down the tubes,” he lamented. “I've beared [sic] this cross for a long time,” he testified. “I know I made a mistake. I think I've paid for that mistake—four times over…. I'm not a criminal. I was a stupid kid and made a stupid mistake.”5


Four minutes later, Powell was done. His short statement would reverberate across the state, impacting thousands of Kentucky felons.


Republican senator Whitney Westerfield was in the hearing room that day. He listened intently as Powell gave his testimony. Westerfield is a pro-law enforcement conservative who ran unsuccessfully for Kentucky attorney general in 2015. He was initially opposed to allowing felons to seek an expungement of their records, and he thought that nothing would change his mind. Why should someone who had violated the social contract and committed a crime be given any leniency?


Yet, as Senator Westerfield listened to Powell's story, something stirred inside of him. Something clicked. He changed his mind on the spot. He texted a fellow Republican: “If I'm still here in January [after the next election], then we are going to make this happen!”6 Westerfield became an unlikely advocate for Powell's cause. As Westerfield explained to the media, “This guy has done what we ask everybody in the justice system to do: correct the behavior and don't do it again. We ought to be able to help that guy.” He continued, “This isn't about [Powell]. It's about the nearly 100,000 others like him across Kentucky that can benefit [from] this hope-giving, redemption-providing bill.”7 The bill passed in 2016, and Powell and thousands like him are now eligible to have their records expunged and regain their right to vote. Kentucky officials must follow through by making the administrative process quick and seamless for eligible individuals.


Reflecting on this effort a few years later, Powell remembers being mostly worried about his physical therapy exams at the time, but he now recognizes the impact he had on the most important right in our democracy: the right to vote. In particular, he considered how our elected leaders don't necessarily reflect the full electorate because so many people are cut out of the system. “If you have only one section of the population voting,” he told me, “then politicians only hear their voice.”8 This can lead to skewed representation and skewed policies.


West Powell secured an expungement of his record and finished his physical therapy degree. He has voted in every election since. “It gives me a voice,” he told me. “I'm not just a silent person anymore who can't participate in the voting process. They can't ignore me anymore. Somebody has to speak to me now to get my vote. I'm a voter—so show me what you have to offer!”9
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West Powell after receiving his felony expungement papers. [Photo courtesy of West Powell III and Kentucky Office of Governor Matt Bevin.]


[image: images]


It's time to take back our democracy, one voter and one inspiring story at a time.


“Oh no!” you might be saying to yourself. Not another book that clamors for us to “rise up” or “resist,” using broad platitudes with few practical solutions. Do we really need someone else arguing for seemingly impossible changes to our democracy without providing real-life guidance on how to make it happen?


This is not that book.


It instead offers a different path, explaining how to reform our democracy from the ground up through the stories of individuals who are already seeing success. Positive voting rights enhancements at the state and local levels can fundamentally change American elections.


These new election rules expand voter eligibility, improve the voter registration process, and make voting more convenient and more reflective of the public's will. Some states have eased their rules on felon disenfranchisement. A few localities have expanded the voter rolls, allowing high school students to vote in local elections and creating a new generation of engaged citizens. Election Day itself is becoming more convenient. Voters with disabilities face fewer hurdles. Activists are putting voter IDs into voters’ hands. Reform advocates are taking politics out of redistricting and promoting campaign finance reform.


This is the untold story of voting rights in America. Although the media and the general public emphasize the ways in which entrenched politicians rig the rules to keep themselves in power, there is also much to celebrate in how individuals on the ground are helping to enhance our democracy. We must not bury these positive stories among the common refrain of voter suppression. This is the necessary counterattack to the doom-and-gloom that dominates our discourse. Pro-voter enhancements can provide all of us with hope for a brighter democratic future.


Everyday Americans are the main drivers of this early success. Call it the Democracy Movement, and its advocates today's Democracy Champions. People like Rob Richie, Molly McGrath, Katie Fahey, and Jen Hitchcock—inspiring individuals you will meet in this book—have become Democracy Champions in their communities. This is the antidote to politicians who craft rules for our democracy that primarily benefit themselves. It is the way to fight back against big corporations and moneyed interests that impact the rules of the game. Citizens who care about our democracy can take a stand, organize, and push for meaningful reforms to state and local election processes. We can fix our election system. However, it won't happen solely by legislative protests and filing lawsuits, by merely playing defense against voter suppression. Instead, we—all of us—must dedicate ourselves to expanding and enhancing the right to vote. The power of grassroots movements to improve our electoral system will change the reality of voting rights in America.


The pages that follow tell the stories of the seemingly ordinary individuals who are at the forefront of these extraordinary efforts. The book follows people like Scott Doyle of Larimer County, Colorado, who developed a more convenient and secure way to vote through countywide Vote Centers instead of home-based precincts, which increased turnout significantly. You'll hear from energetic youth like Joshua Cardenas, who began a movement to lower the voting age to sixteen for local elections in San Francisco. You'll see how someone like Alison Smith, a stay-at-home mom in Maine, became a public champion for campaign finance reform, which led to the first statewide adoption of public financing in the United States.


Speaking with these individuals, while writing this book, has been immensely inspiring. Their stories provide me with hope for a better democracy. May they inspire you as well. Once you feel that call to action, flip to the back of the book, where the appendix lists organizations working on these initiatives in all fifty states. Give one of them a call and see how you can help.


Imagine: voter turnout at record levels. Young people, armed with better civics education, engaged with politics in a positive way. Individuals with disabilities having the same, easy access to the voting booth as everyone else. District lines and election processes that create fair elections, where ideas—not election rules—dictate the outcomes.


The new voter expansion is happening in our communities through the hard work of these dedicated Americans—today's Democracy Champions. The challenge for all of us is to expand upon their successes.
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In the fall of 2013, Ben Miller, a sixteen-year-old junior in high school, did something no other person his age had ever done in America: he registered to vote and cast his ballot.1


Miller was taking advantage of a new law in Takoma Park, Maryland, a suburb of Washington, DC, that allows sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds to vote in local elections.2 This reform has immense potential. By lowering the voting age to sixteen, at least for local elections, and coupling it with improved civics education, we can usher in a whole new generation of engaged voters. Fostering democratic participation among young people and revamping their civics education—as we will discuss in chapter 10—will provide benefits for years to come.


CITIES IN MARYLAND PLANT THE SEED


Sometimes it just takes an innovative city council member to propose an idea that might seem radical at first, but on further examination makes a lot of sense. In this case, that council member was Tim Male, a scientist and environmental advocate who served on Takoma Park's City Council from 2011 to 2017.


Male watched with interest in early 2013 as Scotland debated whether to lower the voting age to sixteen for its 2014 Independence Referendum. He thought the idea made sense for Takoma Park's local elections as well.3 The reform was part of a broader effort, backed by both Male and fellow council member Seth Grimes, to enact a Right to Vote resolution for the city to affirm the importance of voting rights. In addition to lowering the voting age, the proposal would also allow voter registration on Election Day (a major reform we will learn more about in chapter 3) and require landlords to provide election and registration information to new tenants.4


Male and Grimes found an ally in Rob Richie, a Takoma Park resident and the executive director of FairVote, a nonprofit advocacy organization that promotes voting rights.5 FairVote once housed the National Youth Rights Association, which supports lowering the voting age to sixteen as a major policy goal. Richie had spoken with Bill Bystricky, the head of the National Youth Rights Association at the time, who in turn approached Male at a fund-raising dinner to offer his assistance for the legislative effort.6 Male and Richie both had read studies from Austria and Denmark showing that younger voting-eligible teenagers are more likely to vote than their slightly older peers.7 Male and the others, along with young residents, crafted a strategy to build support for the idea. Teenagers—including Richie's two children—spoke to the city council about the value they placed in civic engagement and their involvement in the community.


The council passed the Right to Vote resolution to highlight voting as a fundamental right.8 But Male and Grimes wanted concrete action, not just nice-sounding platitudes. So they also pushed the council to amend its charter to lower the voting age to sixteen for city elections.9 The key to enacting this local law was to have young residents make the case through a compelling narrative about how they would benefit from this positive electoral reform, demonstrating that they were civically engaged and could become lifelong voters. Individual advocacy from everyday teenagers convinced council members to support the measure.


Relatively speaking, turnout was high among sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds in November 2013, the first election when they could vote. Though there were few young voters in terms of raw numbers—because Takoma Park itself is small—over 40 percent of the newly enfranchised and registered sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds voted, as compared to an overall turnout rate of 11 percent.10 Most impressively, these young people came out to vote even though the ballot included no contested elections that year! Turnout among sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds has grown in subsequent elections.11 Sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds are now participating at a higher rate than older voters, showing how they have embraced their new voting power. Male is proud of the fact that young people in the city “have become more engaged—hosting candidate forums and debates, asking candidates to make commitments, showing up at city council meetings or to meet council members.”12 Lowering the voting age has changed the culture of the local community.


In 2015, the neighboring city of Hyattsville, Maryland, also lowered the voting age to sixteen for its elections.13 Hyattsville council member Patrick Paschall read about the success in Takoma Park and decided to introduce a similar measure in his own city. The effort passed the city council only after teenagers attended the crucial council meeting on the topic, where, according to Bystricky of the National Youth Rights Association, “one by one they flipped the opposing city council members.”14 This was particularly significant because, as Bystricky put it, “Hyattsville is a working-class town whose leadership was known for sticking to the tried and true.”15 As in Takoma Park, once the city lowered its voting age, many young people embraced their new voting power and went to the polls.


Greenbelt, Maryland, then came on board.16 In 2017, the city council voted unanimously to direct its staff to research the voting age issue, with an eye toward making the change for upcoming elections. To demonstrate that young voters would actually show up to vote, the city's Youth Advisory Committee—a group of young people that advises the city council on issues that affect younger residents—conducted a survey of 159 local high school students: 92.45 percent said that if given the opportunity, they would vote in local elections.17 This contrasts with a 2015 questionnaire of Greenbelt residents, which indicated that about 77 percent would oppose a measure to lower the voting age.18 Yet as advocates in other cities have found, people often have a knee-jerk reaction against the idea but frequently change their minds after they learn about the merits of the reform. After a youth-led campaign, 53 percent of Greenbelt voters endorsed a nonbinding referendum in November 2017 to support lowering the voting age for the city's elections. The city council then gave its approval.19 Young advocates were instrumental in achieving this success. As Ema Smith, the chair of the Youth Advisory Committee, explained, “there's this misconception [that] teenagers are apathetic and don't care what goes on in government, but I feel my peers, at least some of them, do care and want to have a voice in their local government.”20




THE MOVEMENT GROWS IN CALIFORNIA


If small towns like Takoma Park, Hyattsville, and Greenbelt see this kind of positive impact on democracy by lowering the voting age, imagine what would happen if larger cities were to adopt this reform. In 2016, young advocates in Berkeley, California, convinced voters that sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds should be allowed to vote for their school board representatives.21 Once again, the voters who would benefit from this change—youths themselves—were vital to the campaign.22


In September 2015, a group of about a dozen students at Berkeley High School began meeting to discuss issues such as racism and sexual assault in their school. Those discussions led to a realization that they could have a say in school policies and become more engaged in the local community if they could vote for school board members.23 Around the same time, Josh Daniels, himself a Berkeley school board member, sat down with local organizer Kad Smith to plan their next initiative, having just convinced the city council to pass a soda tax. Over coffee, they discussed ways to improve the city and honed in on local youth engagement. Daniels and Smith decided to meet with a handful of local high school students to hear their ideas. The students mentioned sexual harassment, bullying…and voting. That set off a series of meetings over the next year where these young people convinced various stakeholders that they should be allowed to vote for school board members. Daniels gives all of the credit to those energetic teens. “We supported them, but we would not have done this if they had not done all of the hard work.”24


After these young people made their case to the local government, the Berkeley City Council unanimously voted to put the reform on the ballot. The president of the PTA and the school board president both endorsed the idea. The students essentially ran the campaign in their communities. They canvassed at BART stations (the local public transit), grocery stores, and farmers markets. They knocked on doors and spoke with neighbors. The measure to lower the voting age for school board elections passed in 2016 with over 70 percent of the vote.25


Across the bay that same year, San Francisco came quite close to lowering the voting age to sixteen for all city elections, suggesting that the reform effort is likely to succeed there in the near future.




Teenager Joshua Cardenas was one of the first advocates of youth voting in San Francisco.26 He turned eighteen two weeks after the November 2014 election, which included several local measures that concerned him. He turned his disappointment at not being allowed to vote that year into a new cause: advocating to lower the voting age for local elections. At the time, Cardenas was a member of San Francisco's Youth Commission, a group that advises the city on issues affecting young residents. His role with the Youth Commission helped to bring this issue to the forefront.27


After months of research, Cardenas authored a resolution urging the city's leaders to lower the voting age to sixteen, which passed the Youth Commission by a fourteen to one vote. Young residents were already engaged in San Francisco's civic life through various advocacy organizations; why not give them a more direct say through voting?


Cardenas then convinced two members of San Francisco's governing body, the board of supervisors, to endorse the plan. Supervisor John Avalos helped Cardenas along the way. Avalos was always interested in youth advocacy, particularly after he met a young woman in 2008 who was inspired by the Barack Obama campaign and who had talked to Avalos about engaging young people in democracy.28 When Cardenas came to Supervisor Avalos with a proposal to lower the voting age for city elections, the supervisor immediately jumped on board. He recognized that voting is habit-forming and that young voters could be important actors in San Francisco's civic life. He agreed to support a measure before the board of supervisors that would certify a ballot proposition for the city's voters to consider. Passing it through the board, however, would require a heavy lift.


Young people were key advocates for the reform, holding a press conference on the steps of city hall and directly approaching stakeholders to make the case for their own suffrage. The San Francisco Board of Education unanimously endorsed the measure after about one hundred students showed up at a board meeting to demonstrate their civic involvement. Importantly, the board of education agreed to enhance civics education in the city's high schools to work in tandem with lowering the voting age. Education and outreach, particularly from youths themselves, made all the difference.29


Initially, only four of the eleven city supervisors supported lowering the voting age. Most of the others thought the idea was crazy. However, five of them were convinced after hearing directly from young people about their desire to participate in local democracy. Teenagers packed the hearing room to show their enthusiasm and dedication. The measure passed nine to two, allowing the issue to go to the voters in a ballot proposition.30
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Joshua Cardenas displays a campaign sign to lower the voting age to sixteen in San Francisco. [Photo courtesy of Joshua E. Cardenas.]




Cardenas went off to college and other young activists took the lead. Oliver York was fifteen years old on Election Day in 2014, and he lamented his inability to participate in elections for another three years. As he told the website Vox, “more than half of all the San Francisco ballot measures directly affected young people like me. But we had no say.”31 So he began to organize and campaign.


As York explained, youth advocates drove the campaign, often convincing people who were initially skeptical to change their minds. He told Vox, “We've [had] students meeting with legislators. We've had students going out and knocking on doors. And we have students leading conversations at their high schools about why voting really matters.”32


Hundreds of young people went out almost every night of the week and on weekends to obtain endorsements from organizations and to go door-to-door to speak with voters. Adele Carpenter, the director of the San Francisco Youth Commission, noted that their dedication to the campaign “counters the story that young people are not interested in voting or democracy.”33


When advocates conducted polling in early 2016, the measure to lower the voting age had the support of only about 36 percent of the electorate.34 But young people pounded the pavement and knocked on doors throughout the summer and fall. The measure ultimately failed by about 52 percent to 48 percent—but garnering 48 percent of the vote was a significant increase over the initial polling, demonstrating the power of education and advocacy on this issue.35 While the proponents obviously wanted to win, the close outcome gave them hope. The organizers plan to put the measure on the ballot again in the near future and believe it has a strong chance of success, especially as they continue to educate more people about its merits.


As Joshua Cardenas looked back on his experience in San Francisco, he expressed pride that the effort brought young people into the political process.36 Grassroots movements like these often have a lifelong impact, meaning that in some ways the advocates have already won. It might take several tries to pass, but that does not mean we should give up on the ideal of voter expansions, even at the local level.




A STATEWIDE PUSH IN NEW YORK


Although most efforts to lower the voting age so far have focused on local elections, the idea may also spread to states—especially once people see how well it works in the places that have done it. This is important in part because some states (such as New York) have not given their localities permission to pass their own election rules. In those states, where localities lack what's known as “home rule” authority,37 a statewide reform is the only way to expand the electorate to include younger people.


Young activists in New York want to lower the voting age for statewide elections. In the fall of 2016, Eli Frankel, then a high school sophomore in Brooklyn, started an organization with some friends called the Youth Progressive Policy Group.38 The organization identified lowering the voting age as its first main project. The theory: if we want to engage younger individuals in civic life, then we should start with voting. Until beginning his research, Frankel didn't even know that similar reform efforts were underway in other parts of the country. He simply recognized that many high school students are interested in politics, especially once they realize that policy decisions will affect them for years to come.39


Frankel emailed his state assembly member, Robert Carroll, about the idea. He didn't hear back. Undeterred, he and his friends attended an event that Carroll was sponsoring in the community. They approached Carroll after the event and presented their idea to lower the voting age for state elections. Carroll was intrigued. After further discussion, Carroll agreed to draft legislative language and sponsor the bill. He recommended lowering the voting age to seventeen, not sixteen, as an incremental way to improve the chance it would pass. He also added mandates in the bill that high schools provide a set number of days of civics education and that schools give students who turn seventeen an opportunity to register to vote. That registration aspect is unique: high schools would have to provide students with one of two forms, a registration form or an opt-out form, meaning that individuals would have to make an affirmative choice whether or not to register to vote.40


Frankel then organized a lobbying effort for the bill. In May 2017, he led about forty other high school students to Albany (the state capital) to promote the idea to the state's General Assembly. He also held conversations with the governor's office to seek the governor's support. Frankel even wrote an op-ed for the New York Daily News to educate the public.41 He and his group continue to fight for this reform.


As of this writing, the voting age bill is still pending before the state legislature. But Frankel is undeterred. He realizes that persistence is important and that a reform like this may take years to pass. To eventually achieve success and fundamentally alter our democratic system, we need to start somewhere. We need someone like Frankel to light the spark. Frankel was not even seventeen himself when he embarked on this effort. Yet he was still able to begin the grassroots work needed to expand the electorate across the state. All it takes is dedicated people like Eli Frankel—as well as other voters and policy makers—who are willing to work to improve our democracy.


THE LEGAL LANDSCAPE


Changing the voting age is not without precedent.


The US Constitution sets a baseline for the voting age, forbidding a state or locality from denying the right to vote to anyone aged eighteen or older. But that hasn't always been the case. When the United States was founded, the minimum voting age was twenty-one. This was the original British rule, so states likely copied it when they created their own voter eligibility requirements. Common lore has it that the British practice stemmed from medieval times, when men who reached the age of twenty-one were thought to be strong enough to wear a suit of heavy armor and were thus eligible for knighthood. Setting the voting age at twenty-one for American elections was therefore a historical accident, held over from the prior British practice.42


That all changed with state reforms and then the ratification of the Twenty-Sixth Amendment to the US Constitution in 1971, which lowered the voting age to eighteen for all federal, state, and local elections. The impetus for this change? The Vietnam War and the fact that young adults were asked to fight for their country but could not vote for the very leaders who had sent them overseas. “Old enough to fight, old enough to vote” became the rallying cry for this effort.43 Crucial to the ultimate success of this voter expansion were states like Georgia and Kentucky, which lowered the voting age for state elections well before the ratification of the Twenty-Sixth Amendment. Youth protests also helped to bring the issue to the forefront in the public's mind. Youth advocacy groups championed the cause.


Even though the US Constitution sets the minimum voting age at eighteen, such that a state or locality cannot raise it, no legal doctrine prevents a state from lowering the minimum voting age for federal, state, or local elections. That's because the Constitution gives states the authority to dictate voting rules for federal elections so long as they do not conflict with the Constitution's mandates,44 and the Constitution says nothing about going lower than eighteen. States also have full authority to decide voter eligibility rules for state elections and can be more expansive than what the US Constitution requires. Cities and towns can make this reform for their own local elections if state law gives them that authority.45 Essentially, there are no legal obstacles to states lowering the voting age to sixteen for federal or state elections, and cities can do so for their own elections if state law permits it.


WHY LOWERING THE VOTING AGE TO SIXTEEN MAKES SENSE


Lowering the voting age may seem like a radical idea, but adopting this kind of bold, positive reform could dramatically improve our elections. This change to our voting laws is not as far-fetched as you might think. Several countries allow sixteen-year-olds to vote, including Argentina, Austria, Brazil, Scotland, and others.46 Enfranchising sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds will bring new people into the democratic process, increase turnout, improve civic knowledge, and create a stronger culture of democratic participation.47


Our elections are in dire need of all these improvements. Turnout in the United States is abysmal. In 2016—a presidential election year, when turnout is usually the highest—40 percent of the population stayed on the sidelines.48 That is “normal” and seemingly acceptable for US elections, a symptom of pervasive voter apathy. Many other countries would consider that level of voter engagement an immense failure. The French presidential election of 2017, for example, saw turnout at 75 percent, which was the lowest in decades.49


Younger voters in particular have the lowest turnout rates. Turnout for eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-olds during the 2016 presidential election was less than 50 percent.50 The youngest voters in that age group are the least likely to vote. That is, turnout for eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds was likely much lower than 50 percent. One estimate for the 2012 presidential election put turnout among eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds at 38 percent, compared to about 70 percent for voters aged sixty-five and older.51 In the 2014 midterm election, turnout among eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-olds was under 20 percent!52 If we think that 20 percent or lower turnout among the youngest voters in a midterm election is unconscionable—and we should—then we need to devise strategies to fix the problem. The shameful reality of low youth engagement in our elections calls into question the very strength of our democracy. Simply put, we can do better. And we must.


Voting is habit-forming. Studies show that people who skip the first election after they become eligible are less likely to turn out for future elections, while individuals who begin voting early in their lives are more likely to sustain that habit for years to come.53 Young people do not vote in part because they never voted previously; nonvoting is a habit too. If we begin the habit of voting earlier in life for local elections, then overall turnout a few years later is likely to increase. Adopting this reform for local elections will have an outsized effect once these individuals turn eighteen and can vote in state and national races. Sixteen-year-olds are more likely to vote when they first become eligible because they are immersed in their communities and can benefit from education and encouragement from parents, teachers, their high school environment, and community organizations. Eighteen-year-olds, by contrast, are in a period of transition, moving out of the house and going off to college or entering the workforce. They are less likely to jump through the hoops of registering, requesting an absentee ballot, filling it out, and sending it back—all for the first time ever—while simultaneously experiencing so many other changes in their lives. No wonder so few of them vote.


As to whether sixteen-year-olds are mature enough to vote, nothing magical happens at age eighteen, but studies of cognitive brain development show that something magical does happen to the brain by at least age sixteen when it comes to the kind of thinking necessary for voting.54 Psychologically speaking, by age sixteen the brain is fully developed for “cold” cognition, which requires measured deliberation and thought before acting—the very description of voting. This contrasts with “hot” cognition, which involves impulse control and reacting to peer pressure in the moment. Brains are not fully developed for appropriate hot cognition until at least age twenty-one. If sixteen-year-olds are as cognitively capable of voting as eighteen-year-olds or twenty-eight-year-olds, then why don't we let them cast a ballot?


Turning sixteen also comes with a variety of new legal obligations. Sixteen-year-olds can obtain a driver's license in many states and must comply with driving laws. They can work but must pay taxes on their wages. Most states set the age of sexual consent at age sixteen or seventeen and allow individuals to drop out of high school at that time as well.55 Yet these young Americans have no say on critical issues of public policy that affect them—like how their local tax dollars are spent—at the ballot box. They are treated like adults in many ways but cannot vote on the very laws they must follow, even though they are cognitively capable of doing so. They also can't influence school board choices, which most directly affect them. That dichotomy is fundamentally unfair. Just think of the students from Parkland, Florida, after the 2018 shooting at their high school: they drove a national discussion on gun control and school safety, yet they could not actually influence policy at the ballot box. Individuals like Emma González and David Hogg continually reminded legislators that they would be voters in a few short years, but how much more powerful could they have been in that moment of national discussion if they and their peers were already voters?


The last common objection to lowering the voting age is that doing so will effectively give parents a second vote. This conventional wisdom does not play out in practice. Almost anyone with a teenager in the house will agree that telling that person how he or she must vote will backfire. Sure, some young voters might follow their parents, but that outcome is not inevitable. Younger individuals are independent thinkers. One study of American youths showed that over half of them “either misperceive or reject their parents’ political party affiliations.”56 A 2014 survey found that about half of millennials self-identified as political independents.57 Young voters are not “in the bag” for either side. Here's my own example: in his first election after he turned eighteen, my nephew—a dyed-in-the-wool liberal—chose Republican Charlie Baker over Democrat Martha Coakley for Massachusetts governor because, after reading the policy positions and ideas of each candidate, he found Baker to be much more credible.


The experience in Scotland tells the same story. In the Scottish Independence Referendum of 2014, about 40 percent of youths aged sixteen and seventeen said they would vote differently from their parents.58


IT WORKED IN SCOTLAND


The United States is missing a huge opportunity to create a culture of democratic participation early in the lives of young people. Look at what happened in Scotland: the country lowered the voting age to sixteen for the 2014 Independence Referendum while also encouraging high school teachers to include instruction about politics in the classroom.59 By all measures—even among those who initially opposed it—lowering the voting age has been a brilliant success.


Seventy-five percent of sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds voted in that 2014 Referendum, a higher rate than the turnout among eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds.60 The move was so successful that in 2015 the Scottish Parliament unanimously agreed to lower the voting age for all elections. Conservatives, who initially opposed the reform, wrote about how the experience of engaging young people during the Referendum campaign changed their minds and caused them to support a lower voting age for all Scottish elections.61 The young Scottish voters proved themselves to be immensely engaged, passionate, and knowledgeable. Scotland had previously suffered from decreasing turnout in its parliamentary elections. After lowering the voting age, turnout in the 2016 parliament election improved significantly. According to one report, lowering the voting age to sixteen caused about half of the increase.62


Part of the reason for the success was that civics teachers engaged these newly enfranchised young voters in their classrooms. As we'll see in chapter 10, the Scottish experience offers useful lessons for how we should teach our American teenagers about politics and elections. For now, the important point is that we should learn from Scotland on the merits of lowering the voting age. I spent two weeks in Scotland learning about the reform, and quite literally everyone I spoke with—from policy experts to the random guys at the pub—thought it made perfect sense. Although some were skeptical at first, they all seemed pleased with the results: a lower voting age engaged young people, and, indeed, the entire community.


Scotland shows us that if we give young people a chance—as well as a stronger foundation of civics education in schools—then they will be thoughtful and independent. They have unique policy preferences that our leaders usually ignore because they are not a reliable voting constituency, but they are the citizens who will have to deal with the consequences of policy choices for years to come. Indeed, far from any clear partisan effect, lowering the voting age will just require politicians to consider more carefully the needs of young people, which ultimately will benefit everyone. Scottish politicians of all political parties have found the youth engagement invigorating.
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A common storyline weaves its way through the efforts in Takoma Park, Hyattsville, Greenbelt, Berkeley, San Francisco, and New York: enterprising individuals, many of whom are teenagers, are engaged in a grassroots movement to expand the electorate in their communities. Of course, young people cannot do it entirely on their own. They benefit greatly from pro-democracy organizations such as Generation Citizen and its subsidiary Vote16USA. The aim of Generation Citizen is to engage young people in civic life, and Vote16USA assists by promoting a voting age of sixteen and helping with advocacy, providing funding and strategic planning.63 Vote16USA's Youth Advisory Board, comprised of young people, generates energy for the movement.64 This demonstrates how individuals can use good government organizations to channel their pro-democracy efforts into concrete action.


Lowering the voting age is a bold idea, to be sure, but it's one that could have long-term effects on voter turnout and democratic representation. Why not engage young people as soon as they are cognitively capable of making electoral choices? Why don't we use our schools to better educate our young citizens about the importance of voting and the various public policy issues they must decide as voters? The ideas are working already in some communities both in the United States and abroad. Even more cities, like Washington, DC, Boulder, Colorado, and Northampton, Massachusetts, are considering the reform, though in 2018 voters in Golden, Colorado, rejected a ballot measure to lower the voting age in that city.65 The problem was that advocates had little time for a robust campaign given that the measure was approved for the ballot only a few months before Election Day. Sustained advocacy and education are key. That's why proponents have spent so much time explaining the merits to those who are willing to listen, such as lawmakers in DC. As of fall 2018, a majority of DC council members had endorsed a proposal to lower the voting age for all elections in the nation's capital—including the presidential election.66 Although the measure stalled toward the end of 2018, its prospects for eventual passage look strong because young people have continued to press the issue. The time has come to expand the conversation and make this change on a widespread basis. The positive effects on democracy will last for decades.


Passing bold reforms in some places, especially for local elections first, will normalize them and give activists in other jurisdictions success stories to cite as they campaign for positive changes in their own communities. Down the road, the same measures to expand the right to vote more broadly may not seem that far-fetched. City by city, state by state, we can expand the eligible electorate and build a more inclusive, engaged culture of democratic participation.


In addition to promoting voting rights for young people, what other reforms can we make today to expand the electorate? What's working right now? Let's hear from a guy named Denver from Tennessee who once robbed a bank. He'll show us how to change hearts and minds.
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Denver Schimming of Tennessee had found his calling. But that's only after he saw the depths of despair.


In 1991, Schimming robbed a bank after, he notes, “a week of severe alcohol abuse, deep depression, and deep desperation.”1 He completed a prison sentence of forty-six months. He then reentered society with a one-way bus ticket to Nashville, a few dollars from his prison job, and the clothes on his back. Yet he slowly cleaned up his life to the point where he started to wonder whether he was allowed to vote. After a little research he came to one conclusion: Tennessee's law was extremely convoluted.


Under Tennessee law, felons could not vote while they served their time, but if their convictions had occurred between 1986 and 1996, then most of them automatically regained their right to vote upon finishing their sentence. It turned out that Schimming had actually regained his voting rights without even realizing it. But other felons who had completed their sentences, but had convictions from other time periods, had to hire an attorney and petition a court to seek a restoration of their right to vote in an adversarial proceeding. Schimming thought this was both confusing and fundamentally unfair. He eventually became the face of the effort in 2005 to change the law and lessen the burden on future ex-felons, allowing them to regain their rights by filling out a simple form.


Schimming's initial interest in helping stemmed from a meeting he attended where a local lawyer spoke about the rights of former offenders. “A light went off,” he told me. “I realized that I had a personal responsibility to try and help the cause.”2 He then contacted Tennessee representative Larry Turner, who every year had introduced a bill in the state legislature to make it easier for those convicted of felonies who had served their time to regain their voting rights without having to hire an attorney or petition a judge. Even though Turner's proposal had failed in the past, Schimming told Turner that he wanted to join the effort. Schimming's advocacy just may have made the difference this time around.


Schimming took off work every Wednesday during the legislative session to petition legislators, meet with voters, and lobby for a new law. He spoke on college campuses. He appeared on television and radio programs. He went to the state capitol building to knock on legislators’ doors and visited their districts to speak with their constituents. He began each of these meetings by telling his personal story: he made a mistake many years ago, paid for it dearly, and yet remained a valuable member of his community. The conversations changed minds, particularly among the Republican-controlled Senate leadership. As he put it, “many of these legislators had never personally spoken with a former offender. They were able to put a human face to the issue.”3


A bill that streamlined the process for re-enfranchisement, requiring a simple form that one can download online, passed in July 2006. To be clear, Tennessee's current law is not a perfect model to emulate across the country, as it still places unnecessary hurdles on ex-felons who have otherwise paid their debt to society.4 But at the very least, it's better than the prior version thanks to the advocacy of people like Schimming. As he explained, “when you're afforded the opportunity to vote, you think, ‘Yes, I am fully vested in my city, state, [and] country. I'm just as much a citizen as anyone else.’ I think it shows rehabilitation; I think it shows a mindset that you're looking forward, not backward. No one should ever lose that right because of a felony conviction.”5 Reflecting on his efforts a decade later, which have helped thousands of Tennessee voters regain their rights, he said with pride, “It was a year I'll never forget.”6


A GROWING TREND


This is a nationwide movement. Individuals and legislators on the ground in various communities are finding ways to reduce the harsh effects of strict felon disenfranchisement laws. State laws vary widely: while Iowa and Kentucky disenfranchise virtually all felons for life, felons in Maine and Vermont can vote from jail using an absentee ballot and never lose their right to vote.7 Pro-democracy advocates are lobbying governors, legislators, and local politicians in places with the harshest laws. Many states have eased their rules and given former offenders a second chance, providing a positive way to expand democratic participation. We already saw in the prologue how one person, West Powell of Kentucky, changed minds in his state, making Kentucky's worst-in-the-country felon disenfranchisement law a little bit better by opening the door for some offenders to regain their right to vote through an expungement of their records. All it took was Powell speaking up and an influential legislator, Republican Whitney Westerfield, being willing to listen. Others are doing the same work in their own communities.


The stakes could not be higher. According to the Sentencing Project, a nonprofit organization that works to improve the US criminal justice system, as of the 2016 election, state laws had disenfranchised nearly 6.1 million Americans because of a felony conviction. That amounts to about 2.5 percent of the total US voting age population, or one out of every forty adults. For comparison, in 1976 America had “only” about 1.17 million disenfranchised felons. Felon disenfranchisement disproportionately harms African Americans: these laws take away the right to vote from one in thirteen blacks of voting age, amounting to over 7.4 percent of all African American adults. In some states, such as Kentucky, where it has been historically tough to regain one's rights, the law disenfranchises almost a quarter of the adult black population. Systemically removing the right to vote from minority communities perpetuates discrimination because they then have reduced electoral power to create meaningful change.8 Nationwide, half of today's disenfranchised individuals have fully finished their sentences and are living as regular citizens in our communities; another quarter are out of prison and are on probation or parole. That leaves only 25 percent of the disenfranchised population currently in jail.9


Yet there is continuing progress to reduce these numbers. In Wyoming, a bipartisan group of lawmakers enacted a law that automatically gives voting rights back to nonviolent felons once they serve their time.10 Nevada also recently passed a law to restore voting rights to some former felons.11 Lawmakers in Minnesota and Mississippi have considered proposals to ease their felon disenfranchisement rules.12 Nebraska's legislature passed a bill in 2017 to repeal the state's two-year waiting period to regain the right to vote after a felon completes his or her sentence, but the governor vetoed the proposal and the legislature failed to override the veto.13 Also in 2017, Alabama's Republican governor signed a bill, passed by the Republican-controlled legislature, to give voting rights back to thousands of people by redefining what it means to commit a “crime of moral turpitude.”14 In an ironic twist of fate, Republican Roy Moore, while running unsuccessfully for Alabama's US Senate seat during a 2017 special election, complained (erroneously) that Democrats were illegally registering new voters—the very ex-felons that the Republican legislature had lawfully re-enfranchised—all while allegations about Moore's sexual misconduct toward teenagers engulfed his campaign.15


THE POWER OF INDIVIDUAL STORIES


There are countless people just like Denver Schimming who are working to re-enfranchise felons. Andres Idarraga of Rhode Island was convicted of a felony when he was twenty years old and served six-and-a-half years in prison.16 While incarcerated, he dedicated his time to educating himself about economics, history, and politics. He read two books that changed his worldview: biographies of Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall and South African revolutionary and President Nelson Mandela. As Idarraga recounted, he learned from Marshall's biography the power of becoming involved in one's community to effect change. He gained from Mandela's story the power of direct political action. Through these books, he acquired a new framework for thinking about education and the possibilities of political change by harnessing the grassroots efforts of everyday people.17


Once out of prison, Idarraga joined an organization called the Family Life Center (now known as Open Doors), which seeks to assist formerly incarcerated individuals.18 He also began reading about felon disenfranchisement and the unfair costs it imposes. Denying the franchise creates both a tangible and a symbolic harm, because voting is how we engage the population in our democracy. It is, as Idarraga noted, the most direct way an individual can become involved in society. Taking that right away impugns a person's dignity and standing in the community. Idarraga also learned about the history of felon disenfranchisement and how it had served as a potent method after the Civil War to strip power away from minority populations, with southern states in the late 1800s and early 1900s specifically targeting “black” crimes as the basis for disenfranchisement.19 The racist origins of felon disenfranchisement have detrimental modern-day effects. The Rhode Island law disproportionately harmed African American and Hispanic voters: one in five black men and one in eleven Hispanic men in Rhode Island had lost their voting rights due to a felony conviction.20


As a volunteer for the Family Life Center, Idarraga advocated for the state to ease its felon disenfranchisement rule. He targeted specific organizations and individuals. Along with fellow volunteers, he walked the streets and knocked on doors. His aim was to educate his fellow citizens. He believed that once people understood the effects of felon disenfranchisement, they would support a ballot referendum to change the law. Importantly, community organizers and political experts—the usual suspects who push for reform—were not the main drivers of this effort. Instead, people who had never been involved in politics before saw that they could strengthen their communities by walking the streets and speaking with their neighbors. Their advocacy also had the laudable effect of encouraging more people to vote.
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Andres Idarraga, who fought for felon re-enfranchisement in Rhode Island. [Photo by John Abromowski.]




In 2006, Rhode Island voters passed a ballot referendum to allow felons to vote once they are released from prison, instead of having to wait until they complete their probation and parole. Idarraga registered to vote shortly thereafter. He was one of 15,500 residents of the state who regained their fundamental right to vote.21 The experience of advocating for this change, Idarraga recounted, was “life altering.”22 It gave him a new understanding of the responsibility and importance of civic participation. “I'm learning…how to give back to society and that starts with participating in the democratic process and encouraging others to vote.”23 Voting, he said, is “the only way to exert power, have one's voice heard, and show accountability for our democratic system.”24


Idarraga eventually enrolled at Brown University, studying comparative literature and economics while also working full time. He then went on to Yale Law School and is now a successful lawyer. Rhode Island's prior law would have barred him from voting until he was fifty-eight years old, a thirty-one-year wait. Instead, he is now a regular voter and has never missed an election since he regained his rights.


Muhamad As-saddique Abdul-Rahman of Virginia voted for the first time in 2016 after Virginia eased its felon disenfranchisement rule. He was fifty-three years old and had completed his prison sentence years earlier. He explained to the media what voting meant to him personally: “I was not whole when I came out of prison, both politically and emotionally. But having my right to vote back has made me feel whole as a human being.”25 He elaborated, “as an ex-felon, myself, I couldn't vote and I didn't feel—as a citizen I didn't feel whole. I was paying taxes. I had to follow laws, and I had no say in what these laws were.”26


Abdul-Rahman spent months canvassing in Richmond, Virginia, to encourage people—especially the newly enfranchised—to vote in the 2016 election. He actively sought out former felons to educate them about re-enfranchisement and to help them register to vote. People like Katrina Miller were the beneficiaries. She did not realize that she had regained her voting rights until Abdul-Rahman looked up her status.27 Another new voter called her mother immediately after receiving the certificate saying that she had regained her right to vote. Others had their certificates framed. In total, Abdul-Rahman helped to register over 1,400 individuals in 2016, about 800 of them former felons who could now vote for the first time.28




Maryland offers another example of positive progress at the state and local levels. In 2016, the Maryland legislature restored voting rights to over 40,000 released felons, allowing them to vote even while they are on probation or parole.29 This followed the action in Takoma Park, Maryland (the innovator in lowering the voting age to sixteen), which restored voting rights to felons for local elections.30 Maryland's reform came about thanks to people like Etta Myers. Myers was wrongfully convicted of murder based on faulty eyewitness testimony and was sentenced to life imprisonment. After thirty-six years in jail, a Maryland appeals court threw out her conviction because the jury instructions at her trial were improper. Once she was finally released, she worked to change Maryland law. As she wrote in a column for the USA Today, “After so long in prison, I want to start living like the rest of society. I long to take part in our democracy and make my voice heard. Voting is a right that gives me the ear of people in power and through that, I have the power to change what I know to be wrong: our country's enormous problem with mass incarceration, which disproportionately impacts black and brown people.”31 Her story, along with lobbying from various advocacy organizations, convinced a majority of the legislature to make this change.


This is the tale of today's voter enhancements, achieved one person, one community, and one state at a time. Stories from people like Denver Schimming and Andres Idarraga represent the power of change, the power of forward thinking, and the power of local advocacy. These individuals offered themselves up to their neighbors, other members of their communities, and local political leaders. Their neighbors talked to their own friends, legislators spoke with their colleagues, and the conversations spread. State and local politicians are relatively easy to reach and will meet with their constituents. They are usually willing to listen. All it takes is some courage.


Of course, in many states the authority to actually change the law is in the hands of elected officials themselves. That means that we, as a community, must demonstrate political support for their positive actions on this issue. Individuals need to tell their stories and then politicians need to act. We must reward our elected leaders when they support an inclusive view of our political community—and hold them accountable at the ballot box if they don't. Let's flip the burden and make them explain why we should not re-enfranchise felons who have done their time and paid their debt to society. And let's applaud those, like Virginia's governor Terry McAuliffe, who do the right thing.


VIRGINIA IS FOR LOVERS—AND VOTERS


Terry McAuliffe's hand must have been tired.


In April 2016, McAuliffe, the Democratic governor of Virginia, issued an executive order to re-enfranchise more than 200,000 felons who had completed their sentences.32 Virginia has one of the harshest felon disenfranchisement rules in the country; the law essentially bans felons from voting for life unless they obtain clemency from the governor,33 previously a rare occurrence. As with most felon disenfranchisement measures, the Virginia law disproportionately harmed minority voters given the reality of our criminal justice system, which tends to capture more racial minorities within its domain. Indeed, almost 25 percent of Virginia's African American population was disenfranchised because of felony convictions. McAuliffe's decision to lift the lifetime ban for felons who had served their time therefore reduced a significant barrier to voting for thousands of people, especially racial minorities.


McAuliffe's move was controversial, to say the least. But it was the right thing to do. Individuals who have served their time still suffer the consequences of their poor decisions years later. They are essentially told that they are forever outside of our political community. Without a vote, they have little voice, even though they now may be model, law-abiding citizens. McAuliffe took to his pen to undo that injustice.


Initially, McAuliffe issued a single order that re-enfranchised thousands of felons in one fell swoop. Virginia's Republican lawmakers immediately sued. They argued that the governor's order violated the Virginia Constitution—and they won. In a four to three decision, the Supreme Court of Virginia ruled that the governor could not unilaterally re-enfranchise thousands of felons in a single order.34 Instead, the governor had the power to restore voting rights only on a case-by-case basis.


Fine, McAuliffe responded. I'll just sign thousands of individual orders. “My faith remains strong in all of our citizens to choose their leaders, and I am prepared to back up that faith with my executive pen,” he said. “The struggle for civil rights has always been a long and difficult one, but the fight goes on.”35 He then signed 13,000 individual orders restoring the right to vote to citizens who had previously regained their rights through his prior order before the Supreme Court of Virginia struck that down. His administration reviewed each individual's record to ensure they had completed their sentence and period of supervised release. He promised to continue signing individual orders to re-enfranchise thousands more people. (His office used an autopen, a machine that copies his signature, so his hand was spared.) During his term as governor, McAuliffe restored voting rights to over 150,000 felons, calling it his proudest achievement while in office.36 These new voters were able to participate in the 2017 gubernatorial election. The winner, Democratic governor Ralph Northam, has continued this voting rights restoration program.37


A COMMUNITY EFFORT


Former felons aren't the only ones engaged in these lobbying efforts to reform laws that prohibit felons from voting for life. Community groups can make a big difference as well. In Minnesota, for instance, an organization called Restore the Vote is a coalition of various stakeholders who promote felon re-enfranchisement. The coalition includes over seventy-five groups with varying interests but a singular purpose: improve our democracy by expanding the electorate.38 Many other states have similar organizations.


There are also scores of lawmakers, on both sides of the aisle, who are willing to consider the issue, just as Kentucky's Republican senator Whitney Westerfield did when he heard West Powell's tale. Understanding how felon disenfranchisement harms the dignity of those who have cleaned up their lives can make all the difference.


Yet there is still a stigma attached to felon voting rights that our society must overcome. Joshua Lewis Berg wrote of his experience registering voters in California when a man declined his assistance.39 Berg quickly surmised that the individual was a former felon who had served his time and thought he could not vote, even though California law re-enfranchises felons after their release from parole. The man had just assumed that he had lost his rights permanently. Better education regarding the scope of voting rights would have helped. We need more individuals and community groups on the ground to educate our fellow citizens about their rights.


Florida's recent success exemplifies how a grassroots movement can have a big impact on this issue.40 Florida—along with Kentucky, Iowa, and Virginia (until its governor issued the executive order)—had one of the strictest felon disenfranchisement laws in the country, taking away felons’ voting rights for life. Florida disenfranchised about 1.7 million individuals, including a whopping 20 percent of the state's African American population. To put this 1.7 million number in perspective, Donald Trump beat Hillary Clinton in Florida in 2016 by just under 113,000 votes.41 Under Florida law, felons could regain their right to vote only through a governor's order, but Florida's Republican governor Rick Scott was particularly stingy in using this power.


So activists, using the name Second Chances, secured over 70,000 signatures as the first step toward a state constitutional amendment to undo Florida's strict felon disenfranchisement rule. The constitutional amendment would automatically re-enfranchise everyone—other than those convicted of murder or sexual assault—once they have served their time and completed their parole or probation.


Desmond Meade was at the forefront of this movement. Formerly homeless, a drug addict, and a felon, Meade eventually cleaned up his life and earned a law degree even though he knew that Florida would prohibit him from taking the bar exam because of his conviction. He turned his attention toward reforming Florida's felon disenfranchisement rule, joining thousands of volunteers to convince the state's citizens to vote for the measure.42 I heard Meade speak in February 2018 at a conference in New Orleans called the Unrig the System Summit, which was a gathering of people interested in improving our democracy. He broke down crying while he told his story of despair—he had almost committed suicide—and eventual redemption. He lamented, however, that although he was now a well-known community leader, he still could not vote.


In November 2018, the state's voters passed the constitutional amendment by a wide margin, with almost two-thirds of voters approving the measure.43 The state's voters recognized the importance of giving Meade and others like him another chance to be full members of our democracy. Although the new Republican governor, Ron DeSantis, tried to slow-walk the implementation of the amendment, the state must put the law into effect immediately and allow these individuals to vote. The stakes could not be higher: as Florida is perennially a battleground state, these new voters could quite literally help decide the next presidential election.


Dedicated people on the ground are the key to this re-enfranchisement movement. Although not always glamorous work, these efforts are essential to secure the fundamental right to vote for more people. Felon disenfranchisement might seem reasonable in the abstract. These people committed a crime against our society, after all, so why should we let them vote? But once lawmakers and citizens hear the actual stories of real people who suffer the harms—once the public sees these individuals as neighbors, brothers, and friends—and once people understand the significant impact felon disenfranchisement has on racial minorities, then the moral argument becomes much clearer. Felon disenfranchisement for life is morally wrong. We must change hearts and minds. We must create a groundswell of support. To so do, we need to share these stories with one another and with those who can make a difference.


A POSITIVE IMPACT ON OUR DEMOCRACY


Re-enfranchising felons, at least after they have completed their sentences, is not only good for civic engagement and the overall strength of our democratic institutions. It also helps people who have served their time reintegrate into society. There is a personal benefit for each individual who regains the right to vote and a personal toll for every citizen who remains disenfranchised. Civic engagement will help ex-felons rehabilitate themselves, likely leading to fewer future crimes. Although establishing a direct causal link is difficult, one study showed that recidivism rates, which measure how often a convict commits another crime, are lower in states that re-enfranchise felons as opposed to those that bar them from voting for life.44 As newly enfranchised voter Jonathan Quarles put it, “if you deny a person the right to vote, they will never be equal in a society.”45


This is why flipping the narrative on ex-felon voting rights is so important. Most commentary about felon disenfranchisement in America highlights the massive impact of these prohibitions, particularly on racial minorities. That focus is accurate, at least on a broad, social level, and the truth of felon disenfranchisement tells a troubling story about our democracy. But that story is incomplete. A full discussion of felon disenfranchisement must recognize the progress occurring on the ground in states and cities throughout the country.


On the personal, local level, things are improving, with more and more states easing their felon disenfranchisement rules. Individuals on the ground are coming forward with their stories and taking the fight to state legislatures, state courts, and the public at large. Public opinion polls generally show that Americans favor re-enfranchisement for felons who have completed their prison sentences.46 Although much more can be done, state-level reforms have helped to ease felon disenfranchisement laws and restore the constitutional right to vote for thousands of people. Every felon who regains the right to vote is another citizen who can participate in our democracy. This movement will only grow stronger as more and more people critically examine our felon disenfranchisement laws. It's a matter of fundamental fairness. The stories of people working on this movement have planted the seeds for wider growth. We must continue to expand upon these early successes.


Increasing the electorate can also impact who wins an election. We already saw how the Virginia governor's race in 2017 included former felons who had regained their rights, possibly tipping the scales toward Democrat Ralph Northam. Also consider the Virginia House race in 2017 that initially looked like a one-vote victory for the Democratic challenger but then ended up in a tie, which the Republican incumbent won in a coin flip—keeping the state legislature under Republican control. One vote made the difference. Might that vote have come from an ex-felon who now could vote?47 Yet this isn't just a ploy to help Democrats. Any candidate or political party can campaign toward a newly enfranchised group to advocate for support, which is perhaps one reason why felon re-enfranchisement has gained bipartisan support in most places.


Indeed, these efforts are occurring in so-called blue states and so-called red states. Felon re-enfranchisement doesn't have to be a partisan issue, even if many still consider it only through a political lens. When Virginia governor Terry McAuliffe re-enfranchised thousands of voters in 2016, critics claimed that as a Hillary Clinton supporter, he was simply trying to add Democratic voters to the rolls in that battleground state. Although there is some evidence that ex-felons support Democratic candidates more than Republican candidates, any disparity simply may be due to demographics. Former felons are disproportionately racial minorities and have lower socioeconomic backgrounds, which are factors that correlate with voting for Democrats.48 Of course, it is impossible to know for sure which candidate a former felon will support. Plenty of ex-felons voted for Hillary Clinton, Donald Trump, or someone else in the 2016 election. Regardless of the politics, whether we should let ex-felons vote after they have served their time is about doing what is right for our democracy, nothing more. Politicians should expand voter eligibility wherever possible and win on ideas, not election rules that limit who may participate. Denying voting rights to otherwise-eligible people because of how they may vote is antithetical to the very essence of democracy and good governance. Making a mistake (even an admittedly big one) years or even decades earlier shouldn't mean that someone can never be a full citizen once again. Should we really couple a criminal conviction with eliminating the fundamental right to vote, often for life? How can felons, once they have served their sentences, hope to become a full part of our society and community if they cannot participate in our elections? This is the human and moral reality with which we must all grapple.


Lawsuits to challenge felon disenfranchisement generally have not succeeded in reducing the impact of these laws. Attorneys have argued that the practice violates the constitutional right to vote and discriminates against racial minorities. But most courts have upheld the laws even when presented with evidence of their discriminatory effect, ruling that neither the US Constitution nor the federal Voting Rights Act prohibits the practice.49 These results, though perhaps wrong, show that we cannot rely solely on judicial challenges as the primary strategy to counter the adverse effects of felon disenfranchisement laws. Voting rights advocates must ensure that they put sufficient resources into expanding the electorate through a grassroots movement that focuses on the stories of individuals who are denied the right to vote. Little by little, community by community, we will return the franchise to thousands of people who have cleaned up their lives, showing them that they are once again valued members of our society. As West Powell, the former felon who convinced Kentucky to change its law, explained, “I'm part of society again. So I want to make sure I'm voting to have people in office who represent most of the things I want to get done.”50


Re-enfranchising ex-felons will add to the voter rolls and bring more people into the political process. This could improve overall turnout. Of course, adding more eligible voters increases the denominator in the turnout ratio (the number of people who vote divided by the eligible electorate), so the challenge is both to allow these individuals to vote and also ensure they actually go to the polls. That is, felon re-enfranchisement could perversely reduce the overall turnout percentage if these individuals do not also go out and vote.


Therefore, grassroots efforts to expand the voter rolls are a good place to start, but they cannot be the end of our advocacy. We must also find ways to increase overall participation and turnout by breaking down barriers to registration and voting for all voters.


How do we help to improve overall turnout? Steve Trout of Oregon has some ideas about that.
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