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Voice of the Experienced (VOTE) 
Voice of the Experienced (VOTE) is a grassroots organization founded and run by
formerly incarcerated people (FIP), our families, and our allies. Based in Louisiana, we
are dedicated to restoring the full human and civil rights of those most impacted by the
criminal (in) justice system. Together we have the experience, expertise and power to
improve public safety in Louisiana and beyond without relying on mass incarceration.
People with convictions are able to achieve real rehabilitation and reentry when their full
human and civil rights are restored. The specific rights we address are: employment
rights, housing rights, medical rights, and voting rights. We believe those are the most
crucial building blocks of life after incarceration, yet our daily organizing covers a wide
variety of intersecting issues. We strategically develop formerly incarcerated leaders to
be the champions of our reforms through community education, civic engagement, and
policy advocacy. This is how we pave the path to truly ending mass incarceration. 
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Advancement Project 
Founded in 1999, Advancement Project is a next generation, multiracial civil rights
organization based in Washington, D.C. Rooted in the great human rights struggles for
equality and justice, we exist to fulfill the promise of a caring, inclusive, and just
democracy. We use innovative tools and strategies to strengthen social movements
and achieve high-impact policy change. From its national office, Advancement Project
uses the same high-quality legal analysis and public education campaigns that
produced the landmark civil rights victories of earlier eras. We work in deep
partnership with organized communities of color to develop community-based
solutions to racial justice issues and to dismantle and reform the unjust and inequitable
policies that undermine the promise of democracy. We envision a future where people
of color are free – where they can thrive, be safe and exercise power. Driven by the
genius of ordinary people and their movements, racism will no longer exist, and justice
will be radically transformed. 
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KENNETH "BIGGY" JOHNSTON
May 8, 2023

This white paper is dedicated to Kenneth "Biggy" Johnston. A beloved father, brother, friend, 
mentor, legal mind, veteran and comrade: a freedom fighter in every sense of the word.

Biggy was a co-founder of the Angola Special Civics Project (the foundation of VOTE) and a 
beneficiary of the "20/45 Lifer Parole" law that he himself wrote while at Louisiana State 
Penitentiary. He was the lead plaintiff in VOTE v. Louisiana (2016) and made history as the first 
man on parole in Louisiana to register and vote. He paved the way for others to follow.

Biggy passed the day before we released this white paper and his efforts are in almost every 
page of this work. His spirit is with us each step of the way as we continue the fight for the 
human, civil and voting rights of every currently and formerly incarcerated person. Thank you 
for all your sacrifice, work and love to steer us. 

Rest in Power, Biggy.
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The Story of Finney
Gregory Finney is an African American man who
lives in Louisiana. He is a small businessperson
who sells leather belts and other accessories at
the rodeos and other local venues. He is formerly
incarcerated and “off paper,” meaning, he has
completed all terms of his sentence, including
parole. Under Louisiana law, he is eligible to
register and vote.  

In August 2020, after completing his parole term,
he asked his parole officer about voting. Finney
has always voted. He was an active, registered
Louisiana voter prior to his conviction. The parole
officer said yes, he was eligible, then gave him a
piece of paperwork and told him to take it to the
parish registrar of voters’ office, which Finney did.
There, he filled out a voter registration application
and submitted the paperwork. Finney then
received a letter from the registrar rejecting this
paperwork. He went back to this parole officer a
second time. The parole officer gave him the
exact same paperwork. Finney then went back to
the registrar’s office a second time. On that day,
the office happened to be open for early voting.
This time, the registrar’s office accepted his
paperwork, told him he was now registered, and if
he wanted to, he could vote that very same day,
which he happily did.  

A year later, in 2021, he received a letter from the registrar informing him that he was
ineligible to vote. This surprised Finney. “Why am I suddenly ineligible? I voted last
year!” Finney was still “off paper.” He had had no issues with the criminal legal
system, nor did he change his address. With VOTE’s help, he phoned the registrar’s
office. The deputy registrar looked him up in the computer system. They could see
Finney had brought in the required paperwork and voted last fall, but the system
flagged his account shortly after that election and moved him into “suspension."

F I N N E Y  A T  V O T E  H Q
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There were no notes in the system, just “suspended—send the 21-day letter” along
with a single scanned image of his submitted paperwork, which apparently did not
match the “voter rights form” they usually see, the deputy registrar explained. This
could be the reason the Secretary of State’s office flagged him for suspension. 

Upon hearing this, Finney shared that he had already visited his parole officer twice
for the same paperwork. The parole officer said this was the only paperwork
available. Going another time would be his third time. Hearing this, the deputy
registrar moved his account out of suspension and placed him on “active” status,
but said yes, he indeed would have to obtain paperwork a third time to avoid being
“suspended” in future elections.  

The deputy registrar seemed sympathetic. “I don’t think y’all should have to come in
like this. When you’re done, you should be done,” the deputy register stated,
adding, “if minor issues with the scan are causing suspensions, this is something
you can take up with the Secretary of State. This could be a system-wide issue.” 

As for Finney, he did in fact go a third time to get the same paperwork. In reflecting
on his frustrations with his voter registration experience, he shared the quote below.

 “ T H I S  M I G H T  B E  S O M E T H I N G  T H E Y  A R E  J U S T
D O I N G  T O  D I S C O U R A G E  Y O U  F R O M  V O T I N G .

T H E Y  A R E  D O I N G  T H I S  S O  I  C A N  T E L L  T H E  N E X T
P E R S O N ,  ‘ M A N ,  D O N ’ T  G O  T H R O U G H  A L L  T H A T
T O  R E G I S T E R  A N D  V O T E ,  Y O U  A I N ’ T  G O T  T O  G O
T H R O U G H  A L L  T H A T . ’  T H I S  M I G H T  B E  A  G A M E
T H E Y  P L A Y I N G  W I T H  U S .  I F  I  W A S N ’ T  A  P A R T
O F  T H I S  O R G A N I Z A T I O N  [ V O T E ] ,  I  W O U L D N ’ T

K N O W  W H E R E  T O  S E E K  H E L P  F R O M . ”  – F I N N E Y

F I N N E Y  A T  V O T E  A D V O C A C Y  D A Y



I. Executive Summary
This white paper  examines voter participation among voters with convictions after
passage of Act 636 (2018) and Act 127 (2021). Hard-fought and won by VOTE and its allies,
these two laws are the only advancements in rights restoration in Louisiana in nearly 50
years. Through a 64-parish, five-question survey instrument conducted in March and April
2023, we also examine the level of understanding of the new pro-democracy laws among
the state’s registrars of voters.    

 Our voter participation findings are as follows: 
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We first sought to quantify the universe of eligible voters with convictions. When Act
636 went into effect in spring 2019, it re-enfranchised nearly 30,000 people who were
on supervision at the time. Since then, about 45,000 additional people have spent time
on supervision, most of them eligible to vote due to Act 636. An even larger group of
Louisianans are eligible to vote after older felony convictions: our best estimate is that
there are about 300,000-380,000 eligible voters living in the state who have previously
been incarcerated or on supervision for a felony.  

For people on supervision who regained the right to vote when Act 636 went into effect,
we estimate that about one in ten are currently registered to vote. 

For the larger group of people with previous felony convictions, we estimate that about
one in five are currently registered to vote and that about one half of those registrants
turned out to vote in the 2020 general election.  

These participation rates are much lower than we see among other Louisiana residents:
almost 70% of adult citizens in Louisiana were registered to vote in 2020. 

These low rates of participation after criminal convictions disproportionately affect
African Americans, who experience higher rates of conviction and incarceration than
other Louisianans. Incarcerated people in prison in Louisiana are 65% Black and 35%
white in 2022. People on probation and parole are approximately 60% Black and 40%
white. Considering the added challenges of housing, employment, and broader social
issues, it is expected that people with felony convictions would vote relative to their
stability.     



Executive Summary

Eighteen parishes chose not to answer our four questions on voter eligibility generally
and one question on whether voters with convictions had to take additional steps,
including obtaining documentary proof of voter eligibility from the Department of Public
Safety and Corrections (“Department of Corrections”). Some parishes referred us to the
Secretary of State’s office and the GeauxVote website, or the Louisiana Attorney
General’s office. Some chose not to speak with us at all. 

Of the 46 remaining parishes, approximately 37, or 80%, correctly stated that people
with misdemeanor convictions are eligible to register and vote.  

As for people with felony convictions, approximately 43 out of 46 parishes, or 94%,
correctly stated that people with felony convictions who are “off paper” (meaning, they
have completed their sentences, including probation, parole, and/or incarceration) are
eligible to register and vote. 

The findings go downhill as our questions pivoted to people who are still “on paper” or
on supervision. Although Act 636 has been in effect for nearly four years, only 27 out of
46 parishes, or 59%, correctly stated that people who are on parole for five years are
eligible to register and vote.

Such low participation rates should alarm every Louisianan. Voters with convictions in
Louisiana are experiencing significant barriers to participating in elections. One major
barrier long identified by VOTE is insufficient training by the Louisiana Secretary of State 
 for the registrars of voters on how to implement the new laws. Based on VOTE’s extensive
work in communities across the state, VOTE has long been aware of the confusion and
lack of accurate information at the local level.  

The office of the parish registrar of voters is important to everyday Louisianans. The
registrars are the frontline government officials interfacing daily with the public on
elections, voter registration, and voting rights. Through our survey instrument, we sought
to gauge their basic understanding of the new laws and the complex voter-registration
scheme for people with convictions. 

Our 64-parish, five-question survey findings are as follows: 
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Most dismally, only 23 out of 46 parishes, or 50%, correctly stated that people on
probation who have never been to prison are eligible to register and vote. 

Finally, the majority of responding parishes stated incorrectly that all people with
convictions seeking to register and vote are required to take additional steps, including
obtaining documentary proof of eligibility from the Department of Corrections and
bringing that document in person to the registrar’s office in order to register to vote.
Only one registrar correctly stated the Secretary of State’s current position on this
paperwork requirement: Those who are “suspended” voters must bring in the
paperwork, but “new registrants” do not have to bring in the paperwork.   

Pass HB 396. Louisiana should immediately remove the barrier to voter participation
created by this paperwork requirement for “suspended” voters. Election officials
already directly receive information from the Department of Corrections and other state
and federal agencies that allow the Secretary of State and the registrars to determine
each applicant’s eligibility to register and vote, rendering this paperwork requirement
unnecessary and wasteful. The Louisiana Legislature can take action now. It should
pass HB 396, which would eliminate this redundant Voter Eligibility Certificate, making
people eligible to register if they do not appear on the Department of Corrections’
certified list of ineligible people. The Secretary of State should also issue statewide
guidance on HB 396, barring registrars from requiring paperwork from facially eligible
voter applicants.  

Conduct trainings on Act 636 and Act 127. The Secretary of State should combat the
confusion and lack of information at the local parish level. The Secretary should
conduct regular mandatory trainings for all registrars of voters on Act 636, Act 127, and
voter eligibility of people with convictions. The trainings should include written
materials and reference guides that include layperson explanations of terms such as
“order of imprisonment” and “incarcerated pursuant to the order.” The Secretary of
State should conduct similar trainings with its own staff, staff at the Department of
Corrections, including in the Office of Motor Vehicles and Division of Probation and
Parole, and with any other state or local agency that interacts regularly with formerly
incarcerated people and people with convictions. 

Based on these findings, we recommend the following actions: 
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Launch a voter education and outreach project for voters with past convictions.                
In order to increase voter participation, the Secretary of State should establish a
statewide public-facing voter education project focused on the voting rights of formerly
incarcerated people and people with convictions. This project should include updating
all state and parish websites, including the Secretary of State and the Department of
Corrections. The Secretary of State should use layperson explanations of terms such as
“order of imprisonment” and “incarcerated pursuant to the order” when updating
websites and creating voter education and outreach materials and planning outreach
activities.  

Notify voters with convictions on voter eligibility. Finally, the Louisiana Secretary of
State should work with the Department of Corrections to directly provide written, phone,
and email notifications to individuals with felony convictions once they become eligible
to vote. The notifications should encourage formerly incarcerated people to participate
in democracy and include detailed information on how to register to vote. Critically, this
notification should be retroactively, to the best of their ability, as people who have
finished their sentences (some as long as decades ago) are still being flagged for the
additional burdens. 

In sum, VOTE’s grassroots organizing and power building strategy is working. 
Act 636 and Act 127 are sound public policy. More system-impacted voters, the majority of
whom are Black voters, are registering to vote and voting more than ever before in
Louisiana, a state that once had one of the highest rates of voter disenfranchisement based
on conviction. As discussed below, Louisiana has a long history of manipulating its felony
disenfranchisement laws in service of Jim Crow. VOTE and its allies are moving Louisiana
out of this past. Significant barriers to participation still exist, however. Adopting the
recommendations above will abolish some of the largest barriers and accelerate this
movement forward. 
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II. Rights Restoration in Louisiana:
A Timeline and Background
The fight for multiracial democracy has been long and arduous in the state of Louisiana.
Led by Black Louisianans, this centuries-old struggle includes battles against the infamous
Grandfather Clause, poll taxes, and other Jim Crow voter suppression tactics aimed
squarely against Black voters.1 Louisiana’s felony disenfranchisement laws have long
aided those tactics.  

Originally, Louisiana barred voting rights based on just four specific crimes (forgery,
bribery, perjury, and other high crimes and misdemeanors) which all held a rational
relationship to maintaining fair and untainted elections in the time of paper ballots.2 In
response to the extension of the franchise to Black men, and post-Reconstruction,
Louisiana began permanently disenfranchising a person following a conviction for “any
crime punishable by imprisonment in the penitentiary.”3  

Louisiana’s 1898 decision to expand disenfranchisement to “any crime” is a product of
racism. It occurred during the state’s notorious 1898 constitutional convention which
“ʻinterpreted its mandate from the ‘people’ to be to disenfranchise as many [Black people]
and as few whites as possible.’”4 The purpose of this expansion to “any crime” was none
other than to “maintain wealthy white power and control and reduce the political power of
Black Americans and lower-class white individuals.”5 The 1921 Louisiana constitution
continued this scheme.6 Alongside the Grandfather Clause and other voter suppression
tactics including white terrorism and violence, this disenfranchisement scheme essentially
eliminated African Americans from the electorate.7 The number of registered Black voters
in Louisiana dropped from 130,344 in 1897 to 5,320 in 1900 to 598 voters by 1922.8  
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In 1974, nine years after the Black freedom movements of the
1950s and 1960s secured passage of the federal Voting Rights Act
of 1965, Louisiana removed parts of this scheme in its new
constitution.9  Instead of permanent disenfranchisement based on
“any crime,” the 1974 constitution allowed the Louisiana
government to temporarily suspend voting rights only while a
person was  “ under an order of imprisonment for conviction of a
felony .”10  To constitutional observers at the time, this guaranteed
full suffrage rights for formerly incarcerated people, including
people on probation and parole. Only those actually incarcerated in
facilities would experience a temporary suspension of their voting
rights.11  The constitutional right to vote would be automatically
restored without the need for any further action at the end of the
suspension period.12     

1974 -The Louisiana Constitution

The Louisiana Legislature, however, rapidly extinguished this
progress, devising a  new tactic of exclusion targeting people on
probation and parole.  Within a few short years of the 1974
Constitution’s ratification, the Legislature defined “order of
imprisonment” as “ a sentence of confinement , whether or not
suspended, whether or not the subject of the order has been
placed on probation, with or without supervision, and whether or
not the subject of the order has been paroled.”13  This effectively
disenfranchised all people in prison and all people on supervision
in Louisiana.  

1977 - Louisiana Legislature
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Over the next years, a vague system emerged where people only regained voting
eligibility after finishing their “order of imprisonment” and obtaining various government
records from correctional officials to hand deliver to the registrars of voters. However,
without a formal process for voting rights restoration and no public education on the
matter, many parishes were still barring people from voting for life. Throughout the
1990s, the Angola Special Civics Project (ASCP) worked through personal networks to
educate formerly incarcerated people and their family members about their voting
rights. 

In 2003, the ASCP began its transformation into what is now VOTE, and a movement to
overturn Louisiana’s felony disenfranchisement laws was born. In the early years,
formerly incarcerated leaders such as Norris Henderson, Checo Yancy, and Biggy
Johnston hustled to be anywhere and everywhere to inform people that completing a
sentence of prison, parole, and/or probation meant restoration of voting rights. They
also registered people to vote year-round. 

1990s - A Modern Rights Restoration Movement Begins
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In 2012, the campaign to overturn Louisiana’s disenfranchisement laws gained
momentum with a bill filed by Rep. Patricia “Pat” Smith from Baton Rouge. Rep. Smith
had family in the system and was keenly aware of the exclusionary laws that prevent
people from being part of society after a conviction. Voting, being the fundamental right
of citizenship, demanded attention despite the cynical views that conservatives would
never allow a fracture in these policies, and Louisiana was a “lost cause” on criminal
justice reform. When ASCP co-founder Biggy Johnston referenced his combat service
for the country (which gave him PTSD), and how his “life on parole” would bar him from
ever voting: politicians thanked him for his service while having no interest in allowing
him to vote.  

A S C P  G R O U P  P H O T O A S C P  F I R S T  T - S H I R T  D E S I G N



Over the next five years, VOTE built up its organization, its coalition, and its influence. VOTE
sued the State over the meaning of “under order of imprisonment.”15 It also educated
media and other organizations. VOTE humanized its community and passed other laws on
criminal justice reform in the “lost cause” state of Louisiana.  
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“ B E C A U S E  I  W A S  D R A F T E D ,  T H A T ' S  W H Y  I  D I D N ' T  G E T  A

C H A N C E  T O  R E G I S T E R .  I ' V E  N E V E R  B E E N  A B L E  T O  V O T E  I N
M Y  L I F E .  B E C A U S E  I  C A N ' T  V O T E ,  I  D O N ' T  F E E L  L I K E  A N

A M E R I C A N .  I  F O U G H T  F O R  M Y  C O U N T R Y .  I ’ M  O N  5 0  P E R C E N T
D I S A B I L I T Y .  .  .  .  I  S E R V E D  2 2  Y E A R S  I N  P R I S O N .  I ' V E  B E E N

O U T  2 0  Y E A R S .  I  F E E L  L I K E  A T  S O M E  P O I N T  I  D E S E R V E  A
R I G H T  T O  V O T E  F O R  O N C E  I N  M Y  L I F E .  .  .  .  W E  S H O U L D  B E

G I V E N  A N  O P P O R T U N I T Y  T O  P A R T I C I P A T E  I N  S O C I E T Y .
S H O U L D  F E E L  A  P A R T  O F  S O C I E T Y . "



 - B I G G Y  J O H N S T O N ,  C O - F O U N D E R  O F  A N G O L A  S P E C I A L  C I V I C S  P R O J E C T

( A S C P )  A N D  V O I C E  O F  T H E  E X P E R I E N C E D  ( V O T E )  O N  A P R I L  3 0 ,  2 0 1 3
B E F O R E  T H E  L O U I S I A N A  H O U S E  A N D  G O V E R N M E N T A L  A F F A I R S

C O M M I T T E E  O N  H B  1 7 5  1 4

B I G G Y  J O H N S T O N  A N D  N O R R I S  H E N D E R S O N  T E S T I F Y I N G  O N  H B  1 7 5
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III. Act 636 (2018) and Act 127 (2021)
In 2018, VOTE won Act 636. After finding an imperfect compromise, and requiring three votes
on the House floor, the passage of Act 636 marked a historical moment in the movement. 

Act 636 is the first advancement in rights restoration in Louisiana in nearly 50 years. 
It restores voting rights for most people on supervision, including people on parole for over
five years and people who were sentenced to probation without prison time. 16  Specifically,
it creates an exception to the voting ban imposed by the Louisiana Legislature during the
1970s on people who are under an “order of imprisonment.” Act 636 re-enfranchises those
who are still under such an order, but have not been “incarcerated pursuant to the order
within the last five years.”17  As such, people on parole for over five years are now eligible to
register and vote. People on probation who were not sent to prison (meaning, people who
were never “incarcerated”) are also eligible to register and vote. 

R E P .  P A T  S M I T H  A N D  C H E C O  Y A N C Y  A T  T H E  P A S S A G E  O F  A C T  6 3 6

G O V E R N O R  J O H N  B E L  E D W A R D S  A N D  A D V O C A T E S  A T  T H E  S I G N I N G  O F  A C T  6 3 6
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The implementation of Act 636 immediately became challenging. VOTE and its members
faced multiple barriers to voting under the new law. First, the  paperwork requirement
became a steep barrier. As described in Mr. F’s story above, in order to register to vote,
voters with convictions were being required to go in person to Parole and Probation
and/or the Department of Corrections to obtain a piece of paperwork called the “Voter
Eligibility Certificate.” Voters with convictions were then required to bring this
paperwork in person to their local parish registrar’s offices in order to register and vote.
VOTE held additional public education workshops to try to explain this paperwork
requirement and even physically transported individuals to various offices to obtain the
paperwork. But VOTE did not and could not reach everyone. Some of VOTE’s members
were unable to get the paperwork in time to register, and thus, unable to register to vote
and vote.   

Additionally, due to over-inclusive lists sent by the Department of Corrections to the
Secretary of State and other data issues, newly eligible voters serving felony probation
sentences were suddenly subject to erroneous removal from the voter rolls. The
Secretary of State himself stated publicly that this was an implementation issue
requiring a legislative fix.18 Moreover, the lack of clarity on the meaning of the words
“incarcerated pursuant to the order” became a barrier.19 Finally, the lack of a robust
statewide education and outreach program for voters with convictions by the Secretary
of State and the registrars of voters contributed to the rocky and difficult
implementation of Act 636.  

Barriers to Act 636 Implementation 

Ms. M is a white woman who  lives in
Louisiana. She is a proud homeowner  who
has  been “off paper” since 2009 and
eligible to vote since then. She has never
registered to vote or voted in her life, but in
2020, she decided to  participate   for the
first time , starting with the August 2020
primary. In June 2020, she logged into the 
 GeauxVote Online Registration System,
went through the online application
process, but did not hear from her parish
registrar of voters.

The Story of Ms. M

G E A U X  V O T E  O N L I N E  R E G I S T R A T I O N  S Y S T E M
F O R  A L L  L A  E L E C T I O N S - R E L A T E D  I N F O
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In late July, with the primary around the corner, Ms. M finally called the registrar’s office.
Personnel in the office informed Ms. M that she had been flagged by “the system” and
directed her to Parole and Probation, an office Ms. M had had no contact with for 11
years. A day or so after the call, Ms. M received a letter in the mail from the registrar.
The letter caused her to feel fear. She recalls: “[I’ve been off paper since 2009 with no
problems. I have rebuilt my life. Then I get this letter.] I’m interpreting this as if I do not
do this or that I will be charged with a felony conviction. Is this true? [The letter] was
bullying. It was intimidating.” With VOTE’s assurance that the letter was not charging
her with a crime, Ms. M. then called the registrar’s office again. “I was able to get very
little information from the person I spoke with. It was like pulling teeth to get information
on what to do. It was like she didn’t want to help me.” Eventually, with VOTE’s
assistance, Ms. M found her way to Parole and Probation office in her parish and got
her paperwork. 

In 2021, after continued advocacy and with the support of the Secretary of State, VOTE
won Act 127 – a “clean-up” bill meant to clear the path to full implementation of Act 636.
Act 127 effectively addresses some barriers, resolving the data issues and defining
“incarcerated,”20 but the paperwork requirement remains a barrier.  

Though Act 127 appears to have removed the paperwork requirement, the Secretary of
State recently declared that Louisiana is still requiring paperwork. In a recent September
2022 letter to the registrars, the Secretary’s current position is this: those who are
“suspended” voters must bring in paperwork, but “new” voters do not.21 "Suspended”
voters apparently include people who previously registered to vote. It also may include
new voters like Ms. M above. 

A “Clean-Up” Bill – Act 127 (2021) 



VOTE has invested countless hours and hundreds of thousands of dollars in voter
education and awareness efforts including video production, radio ads, educational
mailers, billboards, posters for all Probation & Parole offices and a statewide bus tour
with Black Voters Matters. In October 2022, VOTE spent $60,341 to mail educational
information to 78,000 people on (or recently on) probation or parole in Louisiana. One of
the recipients of that mailer is Ms. S from Northern Louisiana. Ms. S is an African
American elder, a lifelong voter, and was recently sentenced to probation for a minor
crime. She was told by her parish registrar that she was ineligible to vote, and called
VOTE’s office in New Orleans to clarify her rights. 

VOTE’s Deputy Director Bruce Reilly informed Ms. S that she was, in fact, eligible, and
Act 127 was supposed to end the demand of Voter Eligibility Certificates for people
sentenced to probation. Mr. Reilly called the registrar and asked about eligibility. He
was passed off to the person who “knows” best about this issue. Unfortunately, the
information provided by the registrar worker was incorrect, and they reiterated the law
pre-Act 636, that someone must have “completed their order of imprisonment.” 
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VOTE's Education Efforts & The Story of Ms. S
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Mr. Reilly was stunned that he had to push back on the registrar employee providing
incorrect information. Eventually the worker read the statute aloud. He called the lawyer
for the Secretary of State, Rep. Jenkins, and several attorneys. The parish registrar
explained that, even with the Voter Eligibility Certificate, it was too late to get her back
on the rolls because the registration deadline had passed. This draws into question
whether someone was “suspended” or “cancelled,” and how the Registration deadline
factors into the process. Ms. S was disenfranchised in the November 2022 election for
U.S. Senate, school board, mayor, and critical millages. 

No eligible Louisianan voter – “suspended” or not – should have to run paperwork
around various government offices, especially since those offices now have access to
the information contained in the paperwork. Act 127 fixed the data issues, striking the
over-inclusive lists. The Secretary of State and registrars now receive monthly lists of
ineligible voters and other information from the Department of Corrections that allow
them to determine each applicant’s eligibility to register and vote.22 Act 127 requires
sheriffs, district attorneys, and the Department of Corrections to share information
directly with the registrars, and U.S. Attorneys to share information with the Secretary of
State, giving the Secretary and registrars access to multiple sources of information on
voter eligibility.23 Last year, the Department of Corrections further strengthened internal
data exchanges by creating No. IS-F-3, an internal regulation that, among other things,
specifies the internal processes for compiling the monthly ineligible lists.24 The
paperwork, at this point, is wholly redundant. 

In light of this ongoing paperwork barrier and all the other barriers to voter registration,
it is no wonder that voter participation levels are low. We sought to understand current
rates of participation among people with past convictions, especially among Black
voters, which is why we initiated this data analysis. Our results are set forth below. 

IV. Voter Participation Data
When Act 636 went into effect in spring 2019, it re-enfranchised nearly 30,000 people
who were on supervision at the time. Since then, about 45,000 additional people have
spent time on supervision, most of them eligible to vote due to Act 636. And an even
larger group of Louisianans are eligible to vote after older felony convictions: our best
estimate is that there are about 300,000-380,000 eligible voters living in the state who
have previously been incarcerated or on supervision for a felony.*    

More information about this voter participation data is available in Appendix A.
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Data issues make it hard to be certain exactly how many of these people have managed
to register and vote, but we have linked corrections data with state voting records to
estimate registration rates for these groups. For people on supervision who regained the
right to vote when Act 636 went into effect, we estimate that about one in ten of them
are currently registered to vote. For the larger group of people with previous felony
convictions, we estimate that about one in five of them are currently registered to vote
and that about half of those registrants turned out to vote in the 2020 general election.
These participation rates are much lower than we see among other Louisiana residents:
almost 70% of adult citizens in Louisiana were registered to vote in 2020.25  VOTE
represents a large constituency of voting-eligible Louisianans, but there is more work to
be done to get people onto the voter rolls.   

These low rates of participation after criminal convictions disproportionately affect
African Americans, who experience higher rates of conviction and incarceration than
other Louisianans.  The plot below compares the racial composition of the state of
Louisiana and of the groups described above.  The US Census Bureau estimates that
33% of Louisiana residents overall are Black. Based on Department of Corrections
records, we calculate that 49% of newly-reenfranchised people on supervision are
Black, and that 55% of people with past felony sentences are Black. 

Given Louisiana’s long history of racial discrimination in voting and use of the criminal
legal system to eliminate Black voting, the continuing disparate impact on Black voters
is a call to action for all Louisianans. Our data indicates a base of 380,000 eligible voters
in Louisiana who have conviction histories, the majority of whom are Black. There is still
much to do to bring these new voters into Louisiana’s democracy. In order to prepare
for the work ahead, we sought further clarity on the barriers at the local level, including a
major barrier long identified by VOTE – the lack of training of the local registrars of
voters on Act 127 and Act 636.   
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V. 64-Parish Survey of the Registrars of Voters
Louisiana’s 64 parish registrars of voters are powerful; they hold state offices created by
the Louisiana Constitution.26 The registrars are responsible for voter registration in their
parish and the enforcement and administration of Louisiana’s voter registration laws.27
As such, the registrars should be literate in the provisions of the Election Code
governing voter eligibility for formerly incarcerated people. Registrars do not need to
understand criminal law and the details of a person’s criminal sentence in order to
enforce the Election Code. Registrars should be generally knowledgeable about the
voting rights of formerly incarcerated people and people with convictions. Registrars
should also know whether a person needs to take any additional steps in the current
voter registration process such as obtaining paperwork as obtaining paperwork from
the Department of Corrections. 
 
With this in mind, law student interns and staff members of Advancement Project and
VOTE telephoned each parish and administered a short five-question survey.** Only 46
parishes answered our questions. Eighteen parishes chose not to answer. Some
parishes referred us to the Secretary of State’s office and the GeauxVote website, or the
Louisiana Attorney General’s office. Some chose not to speak with us at all.28 
 
We started with four voter eligibility questions. The vast majority of people with past
convictions in Louisiana are eligible to register and vote. Our first four questions
focused on whether the registrars know this, and specifically, whether they know when
voting rights are lost or restored for (1) people with misdemeanor convictions; (2) people
with felony convictions who are “off paper;” (3) people on parole for five or more years;
and (4) people on felony probation who never went to prison. 

Group 1. People with misdemeanor
convictions.  Registrars should know
that people with misdemeanor
convictions never lose their right to
vote. Of the 46 responding parishes, 
 37 knew the correct answer. That
means, however, that nine parishes
provided a wrong answer or were
unsure of this basic voter eligibility law.   

Group 2.  People who are “off paper.”
Most registrars should know that
people who are “off paper,” meaning,
those who have completed their
sentence including probation, parole,
and/or incarceration, are eligible to
register. Fortunately, the vast majority
did. Of the 46 responding parishes, 43
out of 46 parishes, or 94%, correctly
stated that people with felony
convictions who are “off paper” are
eligible to register and vote.

** Our survey instrument is included in Appendix B.
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Group 3.  People on parole for five years.  As the visual below showcases, the findings go
downhill as our questions pivoted to people who are still “on paper” or on supervision.
Louisiana enacted Act 636 five years ago this spring and Act 127 in 2021. By now, all or
close to all  registrars should also know that most people who are “on paper” also have the
right to vote.29 Unfortunately, they do not.  Our survey found that only 27 out of 46
parishes, or 59% know that people on parole for five years or more are eligible to register
and vote .  

Group 4. People on probation who never went to prison. Registrars should also know that
people on felony probation who never went to prison – meaning, they were never
“incarcerated” or “actually confined” in a prison – may register and vote.  Most dismally,
only 23 out of 46 parishes, or 50%, correctly stated that people on probation who have
never been to prison are eligible to register and vote. Much like the story of Ms. S (above), a
citizen of Louisiana is expected to follow the instructions of their parish registrar, and they
should be able to trust the information provided is correct. Ms. S would not have
questioned her eligibility if not for the letter from VOTE she received in the mail.

The majority of the responding registrars clearly lack proficiency in the voter registration
laws governing people on supervision. Reliance on the paperwork from the Department
of Corrections may be driving this. One registrar in southeastern Louisiana answered all
the questions without saying yes or no, but instead saying repeatedly “as long as they
have a letter from the Department of Corrections, they can register and vote."

Registrars and Paperwork
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Another registrar in central Louisiana stated he does not know whether “on paper”
people can vote, but it does not matter because “the voting rights certificate from the
[Department of Corrections] will handle that.” Another shared that he does not know the
"[Department of Corrections] side of things” and “this is why they need to bring in the
letter.” One registrar in southeastern Louisiana stated there are “so many different levels
of probation and parole, and we as registrars cannot determine what that means or
what their sentences are. We can only look at the Voter Rights Certificate.” 

Unsurprisingly then, on our last question regarding paperwork, the majority of
responding parishes stated incorrectly that all people with convictions seeking to
register and vote are required to take additional steps, including obtaining paperwork.
Only one registrar correctly stated the Secretary of State’s current position on this
paperwork requirement: Those who are “suspended” voters must bring in the
paperwork, but “new registrants” do not have to bring in the paperwork.30  

We did not directly ask whether registrars had received the Secretary of State’s 2022
letter on Act 127 on “suspended” and “new” registrants. However, it was clear that
training is an issue. Some registrars directly told us they needed better and additional
training on the new laws. A few of the registrars shared that they had not received any
training. One registrar in a parish in southeastern Louisiana said that the Secretary of
State had not provided their office with any information or notes about the new laws.
Instead, the Secretary of State circulated only a “printout” of the laws, which apparently
were excerpts of the Louisiana Election Code. This registrar then spent time during the
phone survey reading and rereading the complicated language contained in the
“printout,” expressing confusion over this language. Another registrar from a parish in
southwestern Louisiana said the Secretary of State had not given the registrars
complete guidance on the new laws, and even stated that they [the registrar] were
unsure if the laws had gone into effect yet.   

Coupled with the other barriers to voting, this clear lack of training and information at
the local registrar level is making it virtually impossible for some people with past
convictions to register to vote and participate. As set forth below, Louisiana must take
action. 

Training



Louisiana should strike down the barrier created by this paperwork
requirement for “suspended” voters. The registrars and the Secretary of
State already directly receive information from the Department of
Corrections and other agencies that allows the Secretary of State and the
registrars to determine each applicant’s eligibility to register and vote,
rendering this paperwork requirement unnecessary. Louisiana should
pass HB 396, which would eliminate this redundant Voter Eligibility
Certificate, making people eligible to register if they do not appear on the
Department of Corrections’ certified list of ineligible people.   

1. Louisiana should enact HB 396 and eliminate the redundant
paperwork requirement.

Our registrar survey findings indicate that registrars rely almost
exclusively on the Voter Eligibility Certificate. Instead of the Voter
Eligibility Certificate, the registrars should rely on the lists of ineligible
persons and other information from the Department of Corrections when
verifying a voter registration application. The Secretary of State should
issue clear guidance to this effect.   

2. The Secretary of State should issue statewide guidance on HB 396,
barring  registrars from requiring paperwork from facially eligible
voter applicants and  directing them to the lists of ineligible voters.

P A G E  2 3

VI. Recommendations
Eradicating the barriers to voting for approximately 300,000 eligible but unregistered
voters with convictions and increasing their levels of participation should be a top priority
for all Louisianans. Louisiana should take immediate action on the following items:  

The Secretary should conduct regular mandatory trainings for all
registrars of voters on Act 636, Act 127, and voter eligibility of people
with convictions generally. The trainings should include written materials
and reference guides that include layperson explanations of terms such
as “order of imprisonment” and “incarcerated pursuant to the order.”
The Secretary of State should conduct similar trainings with its own
staff, staff at the Department of Corrections, including in the Office of
Motor Vehicles and Division of Probation and Parole, and with any other
state or local agency that interacts regularly with formerly incarcerated
people and people with convictions.  

3. The Secretary of State should train the registrars of voters.



The voter education and outreach project should include updating all state
and parish websites, including those of the Secretary of State’s office and
the Department of Corrections. The Secretary of State should use layperson
explanations of terms such as “order of imprisonment” and “incarcerated
pursuant to the order” when updating websites and creating voter education
materials. The Secretary of State should enlist statewide and local elected
officials, community groups, and other stakeholders in this project.  

Additionally, the Secretary of State should directly tackle the myths around
voting for formerly incarcerated people. For example, many in the state and
nationally – including election officials, voters, and community members –
believe all voters with convictions in Louisiana have to wait five years before
being able to register and vote. This is incorrect. Only people on parole have
to wait five years. The Secretary could create accessible graphics such as
this one below for use online and in person with voters and registrars. 

Finally, the Secretary of State is best positioned to propose a change in
language of the Election Code. “Under order of imprisonment” is a unique
phrase, unused anywhere else. For the sake of all who need to interpret the
law, now and forever after, it should be amended to something easily
understood.  

4. The Secretary of State should create a public-facing voter education
project on the  voting rights of formerly incarcerated people.
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Recommendations



Finally, the Secretary of State should work with the Department of
Corrections to provide written, phone, and email notifications to
individuals with felony convictions once they become eligible to
vote. The notifications should encourage formerly incarcerated
people to participate in democracy and include detailed information
on how to register to vote. Notifications appear to be effective in
other states. Although hundreds of thousands of eligible voters are
no longer under supervision, the State should endeavor to reach
those people who likely became eligible long ago, yet were given
bad information about their lifetime disenfranchisement.     

5. Louisiana should notify formerly incarcerated people and people
with convictions.
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Recommendations

“ T H E  P R O B A T I O N  A N D  P A R O L E  O F F I C E R S  A N D  T H E
[ D E P A R T M E N T  O F  C O R R E C T I O N S ]  P E O P L E  D O N ’ T  T E L L
P E O P L E  T H E Y  C A N  R E - R E G I S T E R  A N D  V O T E ,  S O  T H E Y
D O N ’ T  K N O W ,  A N D  A  L O T  O F  P E O P L E  C O M E  I N T O  T H E
R E G I S T R A R  A N D  T H E Y  D I D N ’ T  K N O W  F O R  Y E A R S  T H A T
T H E Y  C O U L D  V O T E .  T H A T  I S  P A R T  O F  T H E  P R O B L E M .
T H A T ’ S  W H A T  I  S E E . ”  

- R E G I S T R A R  O F  V O T E R S  I N  A  N O R T H E A S T E R N
L O U I S I A N A  P A R I S H
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VII. Conclusion
The struggle for a just and inclusive multiracial democracy in Louisiana is constant and
unrelenting. Currently, only one in ten eligible voters on supervision are registered to
vote, and only one in five eligible voters with older convictions are voting, compared to
seven out of ten in the adult-citizen voting population. There are currently approximately
300,000 eligible, but unregistered voters with convictions in Louisiana, a
disproportionate number of whom are African American.  

“ V O T I N G  I S N ’ T  J U S T  A N  A C T I O N  O N  T H E  F I V E
O R  S I X  E L E C T I O N  D A Y S  W E  H A V E  I N
L O U I S I A N A .  I T ’ S  A  Y E A R - R O U N D
C O M M I T M E N T ,  A  W A Y  O F  L I F E ,  T O  B E  P A R T
O F  A  C O M M U N I T Y .  I T ’ S  N O T  ‘ M E ,  T H E
P E O P L E ; ’  I T ’ S  ‘ W E ,  T H E  P E O P L E . ' ”  

– B R U C E  R E I L L Y ,  D E P U T Y  D I R E C T O R  O F  V O T E

V O T E  M E M B E R S  D U R I N G  V O T E ,  P O W E R  C O A L I T I O N  A N D  B L A C K  V O T E R S
M A T T E R  2 0 1 9  S T A T E W I D E  G O T V  B U S  T O U R
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Conclusion
Louisiana should not and cannot stop until every eligible but unregistered voter is
registered to vote and voting, including voters with convictions. This requires adopting
the recommendations above and fully implementing Acts 636 and 127. Full and robust
implementation of those hard-fought laws are part of an overall movement led by VOTE
to restore full human and civil rights of those most impacted by the criminal (in) justice
system and wholeness to individuals and communities of color across Louisiana. 

“ A S  W E  U S E D  T O  S A Y  I N  A N G O L A :  
N O  S U R R E N D E R ,  N O  R E T R E A T . ”  

- C H E C O  Y A N C Y ,  P O L I C Y  D I R E C T O R  O F
V O T E R S  O R G A N I Z E D  T O  E D U C A T E

C H E C O  Y A N C Y  A T  V O T E  A D V O C A C Y  D A Y
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A P P E N D I X  A
Our analysis of registration rates relies on datasets from the Department of Corrections
and on state voting records. To understand who has been on supervision and eligible to
vote in recent years, we use monthly files that the Department of Corrections terms the
“felons” file. Previously sent monthly from Department of Corrections to the Secretary of
State, this contains people with felony conviction who are in Department of Corrections
custody or on supervision in a given month. To estimate the floor and ceiling of the
possible range of how many people were re-enfranchised by Act 636, we first restrict to
people with custody code "SUP" in the April 2019 file (this gives the maximum number of
people who would have been re-enfranchised when it went into effect) and then look
back at prior snapshots of the same file to identify people who have appeared with
custody code "PRI" within the past five years. This latter approach allows us to identify
and remove people who may not have been re-enfranchised immediately due to an order
of imprisonment in the last five years, though it is over inclusive and should be seen as
giving a "floor" estimate of the minimum number of people who regained the right to vote
when Act 636 went into effect. Taking these two approaches to identifying newly-
reenfranchised people yields a range of 22,199-30,564 people. When working with this
set of Department of Corrections files, we use the "DOC NUMBER" field to identify and
remove duplicate records and count each individual only once. To estimate how many
people in total have spent time on supervision since Act 636 went into effect, we
combine the monthly snapshot files from April 2019 through December 2022, limit to
people with custody status “SUP,” and again use Department of Correction numbers to
identify unique individuals who appeared in these datasets over this time period.  

To understand how many people in Louisiana register to vote after a past criminal
conviction and sentence, we use monthly files that the Department of Corrections terms
the "releases" file. This file, previously sent monthly from Department of Corrections to
Secretary of State, contained records for people with felony convictions released from
Department of Corrections custody or supervision. This file is both over- and under-
inclusive of the set of people living in Louisiana with a felony conviction and currently
eligible to vote. It does not include eligible voters who were released from Department of
Corrections custody before the period covered by these files (which contain records with
release dates mainly in the 1990's and post-2000), or eligible voters with federal felony
convictions or convictions from other states. It does include people who may no longer
be living in Louisiana after their release, either because they have moved away or
because they are deceased. However, we think this file gives the best available picture of
eligible voters in the state, and we note that its size closely accords with estimates drawn
from other sources. As of January 2022, this file contained records for 380,520 people. 

Data on Voter Eligibility and Participation 
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A P P E N D I X  A
 An alternative source of estimates of eligible post-conviction voters comes from an
academic article applying demographic methods to calculate the numbers of people
currently living in each US state with a past felony conviction or a past experience of
imprisonment.31 Referring to Table S9 in supplemental appendix 1 of that paper indicates
that as of 2010 (the most recent year covered by their estimates), there were 304,000-
363,000 people living in Louisiana who had been convicted of a felony at some point. These
numbers may still be a slight overstatement of the quantity being reported here (given that
some of these people may not be citizens or may be ineligible to vote due to current
incarceration, and others may not have received a sentence of supervision or incarceration)
or an understatement (as these are estimates for 2010), but we note their similarity to the
size of the DOC file. 

To estimate registration and voting rates, we combine Department of Corrections records
with state voting records drawn from NGP VAN. We seek to merge individual Department of
Corrections records with voter registration records using fields such as name, address, and
date of birth. This record linkage process is made more difficult by the possibility of name
transcription errors or different name usages or street addresses reported across datasets,
as well as the fact that many voter registration records in Louisiana do not contain full
birthdate information (roughly half of voters have birthdates set to January 1 or the first of
another month). Our main approach to record linkage uses the "fastLink" package in R,32
implementing a probabilistic matching approach on first name, last name, middle initial, day
of birth, sex, and race, while blocking on year of birth. We check the robustness of this
approach using a variety of exact-matching approaches on different combinations of fields
and do not find higher match rates using any of these alternative approaches. Replication
code for these analyses is available on request. 

When discussing racial disparities in carceral contact, we rely on Department of Corrections
“RACE” classifications from the Department of Correction files. These may not necessarily
reflect individuals' self-reported racial identity, but they are the best information we have
about most of the people in these records. We draw 2022 estimates of the racial
composition of Louisiana’s population from https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/LA. In both
sources, we collapse all groups other than “White” or “Black” into an “Other” category given
small numbers; in the case of DOC data, this category also includes people with no racial
information included in the records.  

Data on Voter Eligibility and Participation 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/LA
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A P P E N D I X  B

 My name is __________________ and I am [a law student/staff member] at
__________________________. I am volunteering/working with a local nonprofit and
nonpartisan organization in Louisiana called Voice of the Experienced (VOTE). VOTE’s
members have questions about how to register to vote, and I am helping VOTE talk with
registrars across the state in order to understand the voter registration process and
voter eligibility. I have a few questions for you.  

Questions

1. If a resident of your parish who is otherwise eligible to vote (meaning, they are an  18-
year-old U.S. citizen) contacts your office and asks, I have a misdemeanor conviction,
can I register and vote, what is your response to this person? Can people with
misdemeanor convictions register and vote in Louisiana?

2. Let’s talk about people with felony (not misdemeanor) convictions. In Louisiana, can a
person with a felony conviction who is out of prison and has completed any probation or
parole – meaning, someone who is “off paper” – register and vote?

3. Let’s turn to people who are “on paper,” meaning on parole and probation. Let’s start
with people on parole. Can a person who has been on parole for over five years register
and vote?

4. Next, let’s talk about people on probation. If a person is on probation but has never
been to prison (never “touched the facility”), can this person register and vote?

5. Thank you. Now, last question. Do eligible voters with convictions have to take any
additional steps in order to register and vote? For example, do they have bring in the
Voter Eligibility Certification or the Voting Rights Certificate from the DOC or Parole or
Probation?

 Survey for Louisiana Registrars of Voters 
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