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Social Work Advocates for Social Change strongly supports SB 241, which would restore
active voter registration status to formerly incarcerated Marylanders immediately upon
release from Maryland correctional facilities. It would require the Department of Public
Safety and Correctional Services to inform the State Board of Elections (SBE) of
Marylanders released each week, so the SBE can then restore their voter registration,
update their address, and notify them of their registration and eligibility to vote.

SB 241 advances the legislature’s previous work to restore voting rights. In 2015, the
Maryland General Assembly overwhelmingly supported House Bill 980, which qualified
formerly incarcerated people to vote immediately upon reentry and instantly restored the
right to vote for approximately 40,000 Marylanders.1? Passing SB 241 continues
Maryland’s leadership as a state that allows and encourages every individual to
understand and participate in the systems that govern them.

SB 241 helps address the needs and realities of Marylanders impacted by incarceration
by automatically re-connecting them to their previous civic engagement. Our position as
social work graduate students gives us unique insight into the lived realities of
incarceration and reentry. Through our practicum placements, we observe systems up
close, hearing directly from the people most affected by public policy. One of our coalition
members, who served women through the TAMAR (Trauma, Addiction, Mental Health &
Recovery) Program at the Baltimore County Detention Center, witnessed firsthand the
conditions under which individuals were incarcerated — and later released — that were
often inhumane and destabilizing. Many individuals left the correctional facility without
meeting with a social worker, without access to their Social Security information, without
financial resources, without stable housing, and often without the voter registration packet
the State is required to provide. When someone is released with no phone, transportation,
ID, or housing, voter registration understandably falls to the bottom of the priority list. At
the same time, civic participation is one of the strongest indicators of successful
reintegration and reduced recidivism.3

SB 241 ensures that former voters return home as active voters by removing an
unnecessary administrative barrier without requiring them to navigate yet another
bureaucratic process during an already overwhelming moment of transition.* For
individuals whose basic needs are not yet met, automatic restoration is more than
administrative efficiency: it is trauma-informed practice.’ It acknowledges the realities of
reentry and ensures the State fulfills its responsibility to preserve access to rights it has
already restored.
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Inviting formerly incarcerated Marylanders back into political participation also serves
as an invitation back into the community. Many individuals reentering society have
endured profound dehumanization. Our coalition members have witnessed incarcerated
individuals be subjected to strip searches, misuse of pepper spray, sleeping on uncleaned
one-inch foam mats, and denial of toilet paper or menstrual products. Demonstrating that
this community is welcomed, valued, and equally deserving of civic participation is one of
the most effective therapeutic tools we can offer.¢ Their voices matter, and a system that
claims to support rehabilitation must allow space for those voices to shape the world they
return to. Labeling people as “other” only undermines reintegration; restoring full civic
belonging strengthens it.

SB 241 is also transformative as it reflects the national momentum seen across the
country, with states like Michigan, New York, Ohio, and Pennsylvania, which have
passed legislation that implements automatic voter registration.” These states have seen
similar legislation boost both the belief that one's voice matters, and their confidence in
participating in their government.

Maryland must not stop at simply qualifying formerly incarcerated people to vote, but
rather move towards establishing automatic processes that connect and reconnect
Marylanders to civic engagement, like proposed in SB 241. As such, Social Work
Advocates for Social Change urges a favorable report on SB 241.

Social Work Advocates for Social Change is a coalition of MSW students at the University of
Maryland School of Social Work that seeks to promote equity and justice through public policy, and
to engage the communities impacted by public policy in the policymaking process.
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