THE DISENFRANCHISEMENT OF THE RE-ENFRANCHISED:

 HYPERLINK "http://www.prisonreform.com/reports/Ohio%20Felon%20Voting%20Rights%20Paper.pdf"  
How Confusion Over Felon Voter Eligibility in Ohio Keeps Qualified Ex-Offender Voters From the Polls

A 2004 investigation by the Prison Reform Advocacy Center finds that many former Ohio prisoners may be disenfranchised because officials have wrongly told them they cannot vote.  This disenfranchisement disproportionately affects African-Americans, who comprise 49 % of the states’ prison population. 

The study reveals that a significant percentage of released prisoners, including 43% of those surveyed in Hamilton County, believe they are ineligible to vote while on community supervision. An Ohio ex-offender’s ability to exercise his or her lawful voting rights may well depend on where he or she lives in the state, according to the report PRAC released August 3, 2004, entitled “The Disenfranchisement of the Re-Enfranchised: How Confusion over Felon Voting Rights in Ohio Keeps Qualified Ex-offender Voters from the Polls.” The report documents the problem and offers solutions to help ex-offenders exercise the right to vote in coming elections. 
Approximately 22,000 Ohio prisoners are released each year to live in communities across the state.  Though not eligible to vote while incarcerated, these individuals automatically become eligible to vote upon release from confinement.  In Ohio, there is no requirement that released prisoners be “off papers” before they can register to vote.  Thus, the more than 34,000 ex-offenders statewide who are currently under some form of community supervision, including probation, parole, and post-release control are eligible to vote in the state. 
Ohio law permits all former prisoners to resume voting after their release from custody, but election officials’ knowledge of this law varies by region.  PRAC’s research found that 21 Boards of Election across the state, including Hamilton County’s, frequently gave erroneous and misleading information to felons inquiring about their voting rights.  Surveys of Boards of Elections across the state revealed mixed awareness of the laws.  For example, representatives from the Cuyahoga County Board of Elections consistently gave accurate information regarding ex-offenders’ voting rights; additionally most Cleveland ex-offenders knew they could vote.  However, in Cincinnati, where nearly half of the ex-offenders PRAC surveyed did not know they were allowed to vote, information on ex-offender voter registration provided by Hamilton County Board of Elections was often inaccurate and misleading.  
David Singleton, the Executive Director of The Prison Reform Advocacy Center, is troubled by the results of the study: “States like Ohio, where all former prisoners can vote as soon as they are released, should take steps to ensure that ex-offenders fully understand this important right.  When former prisoners believe that they are stakeholders in their communities and that they have the power to contribute to civic life, they are more likely to succeed, which is in all of our best interests. Our democracy suffers when the voices of all eligible voters, including former prisoners, are not heard.” 

The report calls upon the Secretary of State, the County Boards of Elections, the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction, the Correctional Institution Inspection Committee, and other state and county agencies to act promptly on the issue.  PRAC makes recommendations to increase awareness of felon voter eligibility within these agencies.  Some of the suggestions include designating Adult Parole Authority offices as official voter registration locations, providing training classes for employees of the Boards of Elections about felon voting rights, and posting signs in all Ohio prisons and parole offices that inform inmates and released prisoners of their ability to vote upon release. 

Although the majority of ex-offenders are aware of their voting rights, a significant percentage of felons who are eligible to register are not doing so because they lack awareness of their rights.  Singleton points out, “If 20% of the 34,000 ex-offenders on community supervision in Ohio are not voting because they erroneously believe they are ineligible to do so, then 6,800 potential votes have been lost. The 2000 presidential election showed that every vote matters.  We want to ensure that ex-prisoners are not being inadvertently disenfranchised on account of misinformation.”

