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History; lack of competition, lack of
access keep Alabama's voter turnout
rate low
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fl Alabama in 2022 had the fifth-worst voter turnout in the nation. Experts blame a history of
voter suppression; a lack of access and a lack of competitive races. (Mario Tama/Getty Images)

Elections reflect the will of the people. But in Alabama, there are
generally fewer people than normal making those decisions.

Alabama's overall voter turnout consistently trails national averages,
and is often near the bottom in the South, which generally has the
lowest turnout numbers in the nation.

"Alabama has generally low turnout, fairly consistently, and that has
been the case for a long time and that is also typical, I think, ofmost
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of the Deep South states," said Richard Fording, a professor of
political science at the University ofAlabama.
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Just over a third ofAlabama's voting eligible population cast a ballot
during the 2022 midterm races, according to the University of
Florida's Election Lab, which tracks voter participation.
Nationwide, turnout was 46%.

That made Alabama fifth from the bottom in terms of turnout for
that election cycle. Only Mississippi, whose voter participation rate
was at 33%, posted a worse rate.

The Alabama Secretary ofState's Office says it is focused less on
turnout than voter registration.

"As Secretary of State, administering fair, secure, and transparent
elections is a top priority, and I am proud that Alabama leads the
nation in election integrity," Secretary of State Wes Allen said in an
emailed statement. "In Alabama, we have an impressive voter
registration rate of 97%. It is my duty to ensure only eligible
American citizens who do choose to exercise their right to vote in
Alabama elections are participating in fair, secure, and transparent
elections."

Low turnout can be attributed to several different factors, experts
say. Alabama has a long history of denying citizens access to the
ballot box. Experts also cite other reasons, including
noncompetitive elections that engender apathy among the
electorate. Advocates point to restrictive voter laws that hamper
people's ability to participate in elections.

The ACLU ofAlabama is betting on bettering voter turnout to alter
the political climate in the state and usher in reforms. Project
MOVE (Making Our Voices Echo) is an initiative aimed at reducing
barriers to voter turnout.

"The ACLU ofAlabama, while we have always been involved in
voter rights, voter access work, it was important for us to really look
at the needs of the community," said JaTaune Bosby Gilchrist,
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executive director ofthe ACLU ofAlabama. "So, we really wanted
to build a program that was focused on community building — that
includes a voting rights effort?'

Low turnout nation
Voter turnout in Alabama, 2008-22
The percentage of the voting age population casting ballots. Presidential
elections (2008, 2012, 2016, 2020) generally have higher turnout than
midterms (2010, 2014, 2018, 2022).
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Voter turnout in the United States tends to trail other democracies.

"It is low relative to much to the rest of the world that votes," said
Jacob Neiheisel, a professor ofpolitical science at the University of
Buffalo whose research focuses on the effects of elite
communication on members of the mass public.

The Council on Foreign Relations calculated voter turnout for the
2020 national election in a policy brief to be about 62%, below the
average of 65% among countries listed in the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development, a group ofmostly high-
earning countries.

The U.S. Census estimated national turnout for the 2020 election at
67%. The Pew Research Center reported turnout for the 2020
presidential election at about 66%.

That pales in comparison to other major industrialized democracies.
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Belgium, for example, reported turnout during the 2019
parliamentary elections at 78%. That was followed by South Korea
at 77% when the country hosted a presidential election in 2022,
and Australia had a turnout of 76% for its parliamentary elections
in 2022, according to the Council ofForeign Relations report.

Both Belgium and Australia have compulsory voting requirements
for its citizens.

Part of the reason, according to some scholars, can be traced back to
the nation's founding, when the country's first leaders envisioned a
limited franchise.

"Some of the views they had, by modern standards, are deplorable,"
said Michael J. Hanmer, director of the Center for Democracy and
Civic Engagement, and professor in the Department of
Government and Politics at the University ofMaryland. "They
owned people, and women were treated as not fully equal. There
was a real fear ofgoing fully to a system where everybody has a say:'

Examples of the discriminatory beliefs permeate throughout how
they structured the government, according to Hanmer.

"They didn't like a monarchy," Hanmer said. "They knew that was
problematic. But they were well-offpeople, with lots ofeducation
and skills, and they were not ready for the general public to weigh
in."

The idea that the franchise belonged to select groups, such as men,
especially those highly educated and wealthy, should have access to
the ballot box, reemerged throughout history.

"We tend to put the burden on the individual," Hanmer said. "In a
lot ofother countries, there is a list ofpeople, when they are of age,
the switch is flipped, and they are registered. The way that our
country developed, issues of independence and privacy, and all
these other things clashed in a different way. For some people, an
automatic government list would be really scary in a way that isn't
in Sweden."

Other reforms related to the ballot box and primaries were also
introduced that decreased voter turnout for elections.

"It is actually a sad part ofpublic administration and political
science when you look back to the early 1900s and 1920s when you
have political scientists talking about how these things like voter
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identification are actually a great idea because we want the best
people voting," Neiheisel said. "You don't want people who don't
know anything about politics voting. If they can't navigate these
things, how are they expected to know how the system works?"

Even though the voter participation rate nationally is low, some
states have managed to consistently maintain higher rates ofvoter
turnout when compared to peer states, according to figures
obtained from the Election Lab at the University of Florida, which
tracks voter participation rate historically and publishes the results.

In Wisconsin for example, voter turnout was more than 60% for the
2022 midterm election. In Minnesota, it was almost 60%. For
Michigan, it was almost 59%.

Political scientists largely agree that the regions in the upper
Midwest, the northeastern states and those in the Pacific northwest
had very different experiences than the states in the South.

Many of the states with robust turnout have more forgiving voter
laws and policies in place. They have early voting that allows the
electorate to cast a ballot for several days before an election, most
are less strict with voter identification, and the same states are more
lenient when allowing absentee ballots.

By contrast, southern states have a long history of Black voter
disenfranchisement. The 1890 Mississippi state convention
adopted a new constitution that enacted barriers to voting, such as
literacy tests and poll taxes. Alabama's 1901 Constitution, framed
to deny the vote to Black Alabamians and poor whites, gave white
registrars broad powers to deny voting registration to Black voters.
Felony voting laws were often employed. And even before the
disenfranchising laws, Black voters often risked violence from
whites when casting ballots.

"It was an authoritarian regime ofwhite supremacy where rules
were maintained by official state violence, backed by effectively
paramilitaries," said Justin Levitt, professor of law at Loyola
Marymount University. "The paramilitaries were not organized
paramilitaries, they were lynch mobs, but very much in place in
order to maintain white mob rule at the expense ofthe nonwhite
citizenry, mostly Black but not entirely. And that certainly wasn't
confined to voting, but that had its expression in voting rules too."

Such efforts also have long-term consequences, Hanmer said.
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"If you are then systematically shut out, and your efforts don't
change that, that can spill over to future generations because one of
the ways that people become politically engaged is through
socialization through the family," he said.

Noncompetitive races
Voter turnout by state, 2022
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Alabama's voter participation rate in was roughly 37% in 2022, the
fifth lowest in the country, according to the University of Florida's
Election Lab. Mississippi had the lowest turnout, at 33%. Like
Alabama and Mississippi, the other three states in the bottom five -
Tennessee, West Virginia, Indiana - are all conservative leaning and
dominated by Republicans.

Relative to other states, Alabama's participation rates have fallen. In
2014, only 33% ofAlabamians cast ballots, which was the 12th-
lowest in the country. That same year, the turnout rate for Texas,
Indiana and Mississippi was about 28%.

There are other factors that contribute to low voter participation
also, such as noncompetitive races.
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"Battleground status in a presidential election definitely matters,"
Neiheisel said. "Ifyou put that into a statistical model, that usually
is a positive indicator for turnout, so having an election in which
your vote really matters, that is a big part of this as well:'

Outside ofAlabama's main urban centers, the Republican Party has
maintained solid control. The party has a supermajority in the
Legislature. It has controlled the governor's mansion since 2003
and all statewide elected offices since 2012. Republicans have
controlled six of the state's seven U.S. House seats since 2011. With
the exception ofDemocratic U.S. Sen. Doug Jones' term from 2018
to 2021, the GOP has controlled both ofAlabama's U.S. Senate
seats since 1997.

"The state Democratic Party can only move so far to the right," he
said. "It is a matter ofbranding too. The Democratic Party is
branded as so liberal anyway because of national politics."

Some argue that gerrymandering is an important factor to consider.

"We look at the map, and if somebody wants to run in a district, we
have to be realistic that this district has historically been 80%
Republican in recent elections," said Tabitha Isner, vice chair of the
Alabama Democratic Party. "How much can we ask a candidate to
fight, to do, in a district where a strong candidate with a great
organization and great fundraising can swing it by 6-8 points, but
they can't swing it by 40?"

John Wahl, chair of the Alabama Republican Party, denied the state
was gerrymandered, and attributed the one-sided election results to
non-competitive races for a state that largely conservative.

"In the state House and Senate, a lot of the districts are traditional
districts on both sides of the aisle on these maps," he said. "There
are still competitive districts out there. That was made very clear
during the last election cycle where the state party was very
engaged in trying to flip half a dozen house districts across the
state."

Alabama also has more restrictive voting laws compared to other
states with higher turnout, including photo voter identification.

Kathy Jones, president of the League ofWomen Voters ofAlabama,
collaborates with chapters in other states who are now only starting
to implement laws the state has already had for years.
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"They are coming down to where we have been as far as the ability
for people to make their voices heard," she said. "From that, I would
say we definitely have more laws that make it more difficult to vote
than other states."

Absentee obstacles

OA cyclist dropping a ballot off. Alabama makes absentee very difficult and has outlawed
drop boxes. (Stephen Maturen/Getty Images)

Chiefamong her concerns is absentee ballots and the flexibility to
cast a ballot without a physical presence at the polling places on
Election Day. Jones said the state has some of the most restrictive
absentee laws in the country.

The state mandates that voters provide a reason to cast an absentee
ballot, and the reasons for allowing people to vote by absentee
ballot are limited. According to the Secretary of State's website,
people may apply to vote by absentee ballot only if they have a
permanent disability or are incapacitated; if they expect to be away
from the polls on Election Day; are living outside the country or are
incarcerated and have not been convicted of a disenfranchising
felony.

They must also obtain a notice from a physician if they need to vote
by absentee because ofmedical reasons.

People must first apply to the Secretary of State's Office to receive
an absentee ballot and, if approved, will be sent an absentee ballot
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that they must mail back by Election Day.

Some states make residents reapply to vote by absentee after a few
election cycles. In Alabama, voters must apply for an absentee ballot
every election. Alabama also does not allow people to vote early,
contrary to neighboring states.

The state has also moved to make assistance with absentee ballots
much harder. SB 1, sponsored by Sen. Garland Gudger,
criminalizes voters for receiving assistance with their absentee
ballots and for receiving compensation to assist others with their
absentee ballots. Voting rights groups have filed a lawsuit
challenging the law.

"What it is, it is a hardship;' Jones said. "When you have people
who are already having difficulties in their lives, and the laws are set
up to where you have to 'earn' your right to vote, what you are
doing is making it harder for people who are already having a tough
time."

Another problem is that Alabama does not communicate with
people incarcerated in jail and prisons to inform them that they
may be able to vote. State law identifies crimes ofmoral turpitude
that make it illegal for a person to vote who has been convicted of
specific crimes. But incarceration itself does not cost people their
right to vote. People who are being held while awaiting trial and
people who have not been convicted of crimes ofmoral turpitude
may cast ballots.

Voting rights groups visit courts and other places to inform people
of their right to vote and assist them with getting their voting rights
restored, which can be cumbersome, with some requiring a pardon
from the Alabama Board of Pardons and Paroles.

This all plays a role in making it difficult for some groups to exercise
their right to vote. One measure of this is the Cost ofVoting Index,
maintained by political science and public administration scholars.
The analysis reviews the ease with which voters in each state have
access to the ballot box based on policies and laws enacted by
administration officials. This includes automatic voter registration,
how permissive or restrictive pre-registration laws are, voter ID
laws and how convenient it is to vote, such as the hours ofpolling
places and the availability of early voting.

Researchers then distill those factors to a single number, and the
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easier it is to vote in the state. A lower score indicates easier access
to the ballot.

The cost ofvoting index for Oregon is -2.51 while Vermont is
-2.34. These states also have some of the highest voter participation
rates in the nation.

The index gives Alabama a score of 1.28, the fifth worst in the
country. Mississippi has a cost ofvoting index that is 1.63, tied for
worst. Those figures correlate almost perfectly with the state
rankings for worst voter participation rates in the U.S.

Federal court decisions have also chilled turnout. In 2013, the U.S.
Supreme Court gutted Section 5 of the Voting Rights Act, which
required certain jurisdictions with a history ofdiscriminatory
voting practices, such as Alabama, to submit proposed changes in
voting procedures to the U.S. Department ofJustice or a federal
district court before it goes into effect.

"Without Section 5, states are more readily adopting new laws that
discriminatory impact on the ability to cast ballots," said Kareem
Crayton, vice president of the Brennan Center based in the
Washington D.C. office. "That includes things like gerrymandering,
or voter ID laws, or, as in Georgia, rules that would prevent you
from assisting voters to cast ballots. All of those have effects on the
ability ofpeople of color to cast ballots."

Using voter file data, the Brennen Center published a report in
2023 that indicated that the gap between whites and nonwhites in
voting had been closing in Alabama during the time leading up to
Shelby County vs. Holder. However, after the decision, the trend
reversed.

In 2012, the voter turnout gap between whites and non-whites,
which includes other minorities such as Hispanic voters in the state,
was about 7%. By 2022, that disparity had grown to 13%.

A question of impact
Mitchell Brown, a professor ofpolitical science at Auburn
University, said he believes low Alabama turnout rates are less
about systematic voter suppression than a lack of investment in
election infrastructure.

"Alabama has made a choice," she said. "Is it a choice that makes it
as easy as possible for everybody - no. But we have limited tax
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dollars and choices have to be made."

Other experts interviewed responded by saying that election laws
matter greatly.

"What you need to think about is the cumulative effect ofmultiple
forms ofvoter access when they are rolled back and how they limit
opportunity for people," Crayton said. "It may or may not be the
case that any one provision has a particular impact that you think is
particularly big. But when you sum up the rollbacks over multiple
provisions, that impact gets much larger, but it is also the
psychological impact on the voter."

Levitt also said it depends on the election.

"That is true in presidential elections," he said. "I think it is less true
in midterms, and even less true in off-cycle municipal races where
you can see giant gains, particularly from mail in voting, less so
from early voting, because they help bring people into the process
who may not be accustomed to voting every time."

The ACLU ofAlabama's Project MOVE aims to reduce barriers to
voting and election participation.

The plan has three pillars, with the first prong identifying the issues
that Alabama residents care about. The plan involves surveying
people using phone banks; having a presence at different events and
door-knocking efforts.

The plan also calls for increasing voter turnout with other programs
such as community care services like job fairs and food banks. The
group also plans to host mock voting sessions at high schools and
visit historically Black colleges and universities.

The first several initiatives deal with investigating more fully some
of the reasons that voter participation is lower in the state when
compared to others.

"Doing so means getting proximate to Alabamians that aren't
voting. Phase one of our project is a community survey," the ACLU
ofAlabama stated by email. "These conversations will help us
understand why voter turnout is at such low levels and what
barriers, real or falsely perceived, keep registered voters at home."

The short-term goal is to increase voter turnout by at least 5% in
the next two years, with the eventual long-term milestone of 60%.
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"Ifwe can do that, that will be the real start of something that helps
inform how we are engaging folks and are utilizing tools to ensure
that people have the access that they need to use their voice at the
ballot box," Gilchrist said.
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Alabama. Through daily coverage and investigative journalism,
The Reflector covers decision makers in Montgomery; the issues
affecting Alabamians, and potential ways to move our state
forward.
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