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Oregon Should Restore Voting Rights
to Over 13,400 Citizens

In Oregon, over 13,400 adults do not have the right to vote because they are incarcerated in prison or jail due to
a felony conviction. Oregon’s rate of felony disenfranchisement—affecting 423 in every 100,000 voting eligible
adults—is higher than that of neighboring Washington (284 in 100,000) and California (374 in 100,000).*

Oregon’s disenfranchisement of incarcerated people
disproportionately harms Black citizens. While 1.8% of
Oregon’s population is Black, 8.7% of its eligible voters
who are banned from voting are Black.? Oregon disen-
franchises its Black citizens at a higher rate than the
overall U.S. national average (2.13% versus 1.70%), and
at a higher rate than Washington and California.?
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To ameliorate this racial injustice and protect its dem-
ocratic values, Oregon should follow the lead of Maine,
Vermont, Puerto Rico, and Washington, DC and extend
voting rights to all citizens with felony convictions, in-
cluding persons completing felonies in prisons or jails.

Racial Injustice in Oregon’s Criminal Legal System
Causes Disparities in Disenfranchisement

Often viewed as a politically progressive state, Oregon
has a sordid history of racial exclusion. Black people
were banned from living in Oregon in 1844 before it es-
tablished statehood.* Those who wereillegally in Oregon
could be subjected to lashing, which was replaced by a
period of forced labor and then banishment.® In 1857,
during a constitutional convention in Salem, the legisla-
tive assembly banned new Black residents, banned Black
Oregonians from voting, and implemented felony dis-
enfranchisement laws.®* When Oregon became the 33rd
state in the union in 1859, it was the only state admitted
with racist exclusion laws in the state constitution.”

The disproportionate incarceration of Black Oregonians
- 8.1% of the prison population yet 1.8% of the overall
population - is a key driver of racial disparity in felony
disenfranchisement.® These disparities in incarceration
go beyond differences in criminal offending and result
from persistent discriminatory practices throughout Or-
egon’s criminal legal system. Examples include:

«  Datacompiled by the Portland Police Bureau (PPB)
reveal that the Gun Violence Reduction Team - a
PPB specialty unit which used traffic stops to tack-
le gun-related crimes in the City of Portland - dis-
proportionately stopped Black residents. Out of
1,605 stops citywide in 2019, 52% were Black res-
idents in a city that is only 6% Black.? When resi-
dents were searched, White residents were more
frequently found with contraband.
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+ Drug possession enforcement has resulted in a
disproportionate number of arrests and convic-
tions of Black and Indigenous Oregonians com-
pared to whites even though drug usage patterns
do not substantially differ by race.*®

Oregon should safeguard democratic rights and not al-
low its racially disparate criminal legal system to restrict
voting rights.

Supporting Voting Rights Improves Public Safety

Research shows that an opportunity to participate in
democracy has the potential to reduce one’s perceived
status as an “outsider.” The act of voting can have a
meaningful and sustaining positive influence on jus-
tice-impacted citizens by making them feel they be-
long to a community.'* As reinforced by Representative
Khanh Pham, the first Viethamese-American legislator
in Oregon:

The ability to vote while incarcerat-
ed, reminds people that they are still
meaningful members of society, and
encourages them towards civic partic-
ipation. Incarcerated folks are directly
impacted by elections. From their meals
to their medical care to the school dis-
tricts which their children attend, the
laws we create and amend will continue
to govern our constituents regardless of
their status and location. Oregon should
respect the voices of all Oregonians, in-
cluding those who are incarcerated.*

Having a say and a stake in the life and well-being of
your community is at the heart of our democracy.

Re-enfranchisement can facilitate successful re-entry
and reduce recidivism. The University of Minnesota’s

Christopher Uggen and New York University’s Jeff Man-
za find that among people with a prior arrest, there are
“consistent differences between voters and non-voters
in rates of subsequent arrest, incarceration, and self-re-
ported criminal behavior.”** Research also suggests
having the right to vote immediately after incarceration
matters for public safety. Individuals in states that con-
tinued to restrict the right to vote after incarceration
were found to have a higher likelihood of experiencing
a subsequent arrest compared to individuals in states
who had their voting rights restored post-incarcera-
tion.** Given re-enfranchisement misinformation and
obstacles facing justice-impacted people upon re-entry
into our communities, one path to bolster public safety
and promote prosocial identities is to preserve voting
rights during incarceration.

Allowing people to vote, including persons completing
felony sentences in prison or jail, prepares them for
more successful reentry and bolsters a civic identity. By
ending disenfranchisement as a consequence of
incarceration, Oregon can improve public safety while
also promoting reintegrative prosocial behaviors.

Oregon Can Strengthen its Democracy by Restoring
the Right to Vote

Since 1997, 26 states and the District of Columbia have
expanded voting rights to people with felony convictions
resulting in over 2 million Americans having regained
the right to vote.> When the state of Oregon takes away
the ability to vote, it also removes an important avenue,
especially Black people, to advocate for their own needs
and the needs of their communities.

Oregon should join Maine, Vermont, Puerto Rico, and
Washington, D.C. in ensuring all of their citizens can
participate in our democratic process. Oregon should
continue advancing racial justice by re-enfranchising all
voting age citizens.
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