February 23, 2022

Government Administration and Elections Committee
Legislative Office Building Room 2200

Hartford, CT 06106

VIA Email

Re: Request to Raise Voting Acces and Reenfranchisement Act

Dear Senator Flexer,

We, the undersigned organizations, write to respectfully ask you to raise the Voting
Access and Reenfranchisement Act for a public hearing during the 2022 legislative session. This
bill would affirm the centrality of voting as a core civic right and make Connecticut a national
leader in democracy restoration and racial justice. This proposal is the result of over a year of
research, with input from correctional officials, registrars, town clerks, advocates, academics,
and policy experts. The bill would restore voting rights to persons convicted of a felony and
reduce obstacles to voting access for incarcerated people. The proposed bill and a summary are
attached for your convenience.

Ensuring access to the ballot for incarcerated citizens in Connecticut would mark a strong
step towards racial justice in the state. Felony disenfranchisement laws, a legacy of Jim Crow-era
politics, coupled with complex absentee ballot procedures for those behind bars,
disproportionately exclude members of historically marginalized communities in our state,
including Black and Latinx communities, from the democratic process. As of December 2021,
71% of Connecticut’s incarcerated people were Black or Latinx,! even though these groups
constitute only 29% of the state’s residents.? These laws are continuations of Connecticut’s
historical legacy of disenfranchising minority populations. Connecticut denied African-
Americans the right to vote until 1876, when the state was forced to extend the franchise by the
Fifteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. In contrast, by the start of the Civil War, all other
New England states allowed African-Americans to vote. And, in 1855 Connecticut became the

first state in the nation to enact literacy tests to suppress voting by minorities and immigrants.

! Connecticut Department of Corrections, Research Unit Statistics, January 1, 2022, available at
https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/DOC/Pdf/MonthlyStat/Stat01012022.pdf
2 United States Census Bureau, https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/CT/RHI825219?



Connecticut, unlike most states, retained literacy tests as a condition of voting for over 100 years
until the practice was banned by the federal government through passage of the 1970 amendment
to the Voting Rights Act.’ The Voting Access and Reenfranchisement Act gives Connecticut an
opportunity to reverse this history and be a national leader in removing barriers to voting.

The right to vote is a hallmark of citizenship. Connecticut’s incarcerated citizens are
taxpayers, and more than half are parents. These citizens retain their civic interest in the policies
that shape the lives of their children and grandchildren and their communities. This bill
recognizes those continuing interests by preserving the enfranchisement of citizens convicted of
felonies and removing procedural barriers to voting. Protecting incarcerated citizens’ right to
vote not only maintains their right to participate in their government, but also enforces and builds
their investment in their community, aids in their reentry, and is a smart criminal justice and
public safety measure. Civic participation has been linked with lower recidivism rates and higher

measures of well-being, including employment, education, and both mental and physical health.

Cities in Connecticut with the lowest voter turnout have the highest arrest and reincareration

rates. According to one study, non-voters are rearrested at more than twice the rate of voters.

Two other New England states, Maine and Vermont already protect the voting rights of
incarcerated individuals. Washington D.C. and Puerto Rico also allow people with felony
convictions behind bars to vote, and other states and localities, including Alabama and
Mississippi, allow many people to vote while serving their sentences. Connecticut can too.
Connecticut can ease the burden of registration and voting on our hardworking election officials
while safeguarding the voting rights of our citizens.

The undersigned comprise a broad coalition of local activists; government officials;
students; academics; non-profits and NGOs; and the formerly incarcerated. This bill would
affirm the centrality of voting as a core civic right and make Connecticut a national leader in
democracy restoration and racial justice. We ask that you raise and support the Voting Access

and Reenfranchisement Act in 2022.

Sincerely,

3 Steve Thornton, Literacy Tests and the Right to Vote, Connecticut History,
https://connecticuthistory.org/literacy-tests-and-the-right-to-vote/



James Jeter
The Full Citizens Coalition to Unlock the Vote

Sue W. Larsen
Registrars of Voters Association (2017-2021)

Honorable Lubbie Harper, Jr.
Chairperson
Commission on Racial and Ethnic Disparity in the Criminal Justice System

Lorenzo Jones
Katal Center for Equity, Health, & Justice

Kenyatta Muzzanni
Katal Center for Equity, Health, & Justice

Tom Swan
Connecticut Citizen Action Group

Ann Pratt
Connecticut Citizen Action Group

Jeff Grant
Family ReEntry

Beth Hines
Community Partners in Action

Sauda Baraka
Bridgeport NAACP

Subira Gordon
Connecticut Commission on Equity and Opportunity

David Pickus
SEIU 1199

Rob Baril
SEIU 1199

Katie Traber
SEIU 1199

Juan Hernandez
SEIU 32BJ



Rochelle Palache
SEIU 32BJ

Lindsay Farrell
CT Working Families Organization

Carlos Moreno
CT Working Families Organization

Lady Pamela Selders
Moral Monday CT

Bishop John Selders
Moral Monday CT

Danny Medress
SEIU CSEA

Andrew Woods
Hartford Communities That Care

Cori Mackey
Christian Activities Council

Al Johnson
Christian Activities Council

Arvia Walker
Planned Parenthood of Southern New England

Scot X Esdaile
CT NAACP

George Mintz
NAACP Bridgeport

Sauda Baraka
NAACP Bridgeport

Jason Ortiz
CT Puerto Rican Agenda, CURE

Thea Montanez
City of Hartford



Mark Jenkins
Connecticut Harm Reduction Alliance

Avery Gilbert
Strategic Advocacy Clinic at Yale Law School

Sarah French Russell
Civil Justice Clinic, Quinnipiac University School of Law

Tanya Rhodes Smith
Nancy A Humphreys Institute for Political Social Work at the UConn School of Social Work

Jenny Carroll
The Arthur Liman Center for Public Interest Law

Second Chance Educational Alliance, Inc.

Tiheba Bain
Women Against Mass Incarceration, Inc.

Latisha Rush
Courageous Faith Movement, LCC

Dr. Lisa Puglisi, MD,
Director of Transitions Clinic-New Haven, SEICHE Center for Health and Justice at Yale School
of Medicine

James Bhandary-Alexander
Director of the Medical-Legal Partnership, Solomon Center for Health Law & Policy at Yale
Law School



