
Restoration of Voting Rights in Minnesota

In the United States, we disenfranchise people - that is, we remove their right to vote -
with felony convictions in three ways: while they are incarcerated, on probation or parole,
and post-sentence. Currently, twenty-six states, including Minnesota, deny voting rights to
people who are incarcerated and those who are on felony probation or parole - which for
some people can be more than a decade. Figure 1
shows that across the state, average probation lengths
hover around 7 to 9 years.

In 2022, best estimates show that around 50,000 people
were denied the right to vote due to a felony conviction
here in MN. Of the total disenfranchised population in
MN in 2022, the vast majority, just over 70%, were on
felony probation (Uggen et al., 2022). This means that
Minnesotans who have already served their prison
time, live in communities, pay taxes, and use public
services make up the majority of the disenfranchised
population and are denied the right to elect the leaders responsible for spending their
tax dollars and governing public services.

The disenfranchisement of Minnesotans on felony probation has wide-reaching effects.
The laws that restrict the right to vote for Minnesotans with criminal histories are not
well-understood and many Minnesotans with criminal histories who have completed
their community supervision and technically are eligible to vote believe they are not.
Indeed, research shows conviction and disenfranchisement are not the sole causes for low
voter turnout among voters with criminal histories (Burch, 2011). Thus, the impact of
disenfranchisement becomes, in some ways, unmeasurable above and beyond those
currently ineligible. As one study puts it, currently eligible voters with criminal histories
are “de facto disenfranchised” (Meredith & Morse, 2015).

Felon disenfranchisement also
disproportionately affects Black
and Indigenous Minnesotans.
Today, the impact of mass
incarceration has created a
proportionately larger population
of Black and indigenous
Minnesotans who have criminal
histories across the state. Figures
2 and 3 show that the
disenfranchisement rates of
Black and Indigenous
Minnesotans on felony probation (non-incarcerated) is over 10% in some rural counties.
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And while disenfranchisement has a disproportionately negative impact in communities
of color and indigenous communities, the impact is felt across the state as shown above.
In fact, research shows that voters with criminal
histories are not a monolith - for example, contrary to
public perception, voters with criminal histories are
not overwhelmingly Democratic (Burch, 2011). Figure 4
shows the total disenfranchisement rate (that is, the
percentage of the voting-age population) of
Minnesotans on felony probation as of year-end 2021.

Thus, restoration of voting rights for Minnesotans
upon release from incarceration gives individuals
across the state who are participating in community
life the right to participate in civic life and would clear
up much of the confusion around disenfranchisement
that currently steers eligible voters away from voting. In addition, research shows a
relationship between voting and reduced crime and recidivism (Uggen & Manza, 2004;
Uggen & Schaefer, 2006; Uggen, Inderbitzin, & Vuolo, 2007). For example, former
Minnesota prisoners who begin voting are less likely to recidivate than former Minnesota
prisoners who do not vote. Practicing citizenship, in turn, may help to reinforce an identity
as a law-abiding citizen.

Nation-wide, Minnesota has been left in the dust. In 2020, most states had laws like
Minnesota's law - disenfranchising people on probation or parole. Today, more states only
disenfranchise people who are incarcerated for felonies. And many states are aiming to
end that practice as well.

The de jure and de facto disenfranchisement of those with criminal histories presents a
challenge that needs both legislative and community-based efforts to shift voting
participation. Currently, the MN legislature is debating HF 28 and SF 26, a bill that would
restore the right to vote for Minnesotans on felony probation. This issue has bipartisan
support and if signed into law, tens of thousands of Minnesotans will be re-enfranchised.
Moving forward, we can expand critical community-based efforts to mobilize all
Minnesotans to show up and vote. At the Minnesota Justice Research Center, we see this
expansion of democracy as a key step towards transforming the criminal legal system by
ensuring that people who have been impacted by the system have a voice in system
governance.

For more information, check out:
➔ Locked Out: Felon Disenfranchisement and American Democracy By Jeff Manza

and Christopher Uggen / Locked Out 2022: The Sentencing Project
➔ The Brennan Center for Justice
➔ Restore the Vote MN
➔ MN HF 28
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Research on Recidivism and Voting

● Dr. Chris Uggen, Regents Professor and Martindale Chair in Sociology, Law and Public
Affairs here at the University of Minnesota has literally written the book on felon
disenfranchisement and voting

○ “Locked Out: Felon Disenfranchisement and American Democracy” with Jeff
Manza. 2006, 2008. NY: Oxford University Press.

○ See here for a comprehensive list of all the research in this space:
http://users.soc.umn.edu/~uggen/felon_disenfranchisement.htm

● Overall, Uggen and others find several examples of a link between political participation
and desistance from crime - voters are less likely to be arrested.

● Past Minnesota research finds clear negative relationships between voting and
recidivism (Uggen and Manza, 2004) - that is to say, voters are less likely to be
re-arrested

○ For example, approximately 16 percent of nonvoters in 1996 were arrested
during the subsequent three years compared to 5 percent of 1996 voters (Manza
and Uggen 2006)

● In Oregan, a state where you are allowed to vote upon release from prison, research
shows that probationers and parolees who vote have significantly lower recidivism rates
than those who do not (Uggen, Inderbitzin, and Vuolo 2007).

● Lastly, Manza and Uggen (2006) find no evidence that that people with felony records
could somehow corrupt or taint the political system, that democratic political communities
are debased in places that do not practice disenfranchisement or that those convicted of
felonies are, in fact, more likely to commit voter fraud.

http://users.soc.umn.edu/~uggen/felon_disenfranchisement.htm
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