March 31, 2009
State should restore rights to ex-offenders

BY KEVIN APLIN
GUEST COLUMNIST 
On March 12, Gov. Crist and the Cabinet sitting as the Board of Executive Clemency met to decide whether rights should be restored to certain former offenders who have completed their sentences.

On the same day, hundreds of Floridians attended events around the state calling for reform of Florida’s unfair and discriminatory civil rights restoration process, which continues to disfranchise hundreds of thousands of citizens, depriving them of the right to vote and placing barriers to meaningful employment.

In Brevard, members of the Florida Rights Restoration Coalition gathered for a rally in Melbourne and visited the district offices of state legislators.

By implementing the reforms called for in a new report titled “Still Voteless and Voiceless in Florida,” released by the American Civil Liberties Union of Florida, the governor and the Legislature can honor the memory of Brevard’s slain civil rights pioneer Harry T. Moore.

Moore, who made the ultimate sacrifice to ensure every citizen had a franchise in government, used the slogan “A Voteless Citizen is a Voiceless Citizen” during his historic voter registration campaigns in the 1940s.

Fifty-eight years after Moore’s assassination, Ronnie Jordan, an Army veteran from Cocoa, completed his jail sentence in August 2008 for habitual traffic offenses. He has still not had his rights restored, and cannot vote.

Jordan accepted responsibility for his mistakes and served his sentence, but doesn’t feel he should be punished for life. He attended the Melbourne rally to learn more about his rights and to visit with legislators to be a voice for change.

One of the reforms requested by advocates includes asking the governor and clemency board to eliminate the payment of restitution as a prerequisite for rights restoration. While restitution should be paid when court ordered, restitution owed to crime victims would be more likely to be paid by offenders if barriers to their reintegration into society were removed.

In addition, the Florida Legislature should put on a future ballot a measure removing the voting ban from the Constitution, and should pass a pending bill that would decouple civil rights restoration and eligibility for state licenses for employment.

Currently, all Floridians with felony convictions whose civil rights have not been restored are automatically banned from certain professions, even when their convictions have no bearing on the job they are seeking.

In fact, some programs encouraged by the Department of Corrections provide vocational training to offenders to equip them with the skills needed to seek employment; it makes no sense to then deny these people licenses to practice these professions.

Finally, the ACLU report makes it clear that people with criminal records and local elections officials are not receiving the needed information from Tallahassee to determine who is eligible to vote.

Making the process automatic and paperless will refranchise hundreds of thousands of Floridians, and put an end to a bureaucratic and costly process.

In these tough economic times, we could surely use the savings.

To read the ACLU report, visit www.aclufl.org.

Aplin heads the Brevard County office of the American Civil Liberties Union of Florida.



