Former Felon Voices – Sandy Holbert, Scott County
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In an attempt to share more of the stories from former felons across the Commonwealth, we’re presenting a series of short interviews every few weeks on our blog.

"I'm a former felon,” Says Sandy Holbert of Scott County,” …but that's not all I am.  I'm a mother of four, daughter, a sister, a Sunday school teacher, a social worker and so much more."

Like 186,000 others in Kentucky, Holbert can’t vote because of something she did wrong in her past, paired with Kentucky’s extreme felony disenfranchisement laws.  Only Kentucky and Virginia take away voting rights from all former felons unless they can get a partial pardon from the Governor. 

When I received notification that I could no longer vote... I opened it up and the shame and embarrassment flooded me.  Even though I was the only one home I the time, I went to my room and shut the door and cried...  I felt like someone had just stripped me of my voice."

Sandy also cares a lot about her children growing up with a real stake in our Democracy and worries what it’s like for them to grow up not seeing her vote. 

“My youngest daughter asked me why I didn’t vote in this past Election.  It was tough to explain and I didn’t have a lot of answers.  It’s important to teach that actions have consequences, but I’ve paid my time for what I did wrong,” says Holbert.  "We're one of two states... that has such antiquated disenfranchisement laws... and it's time for us to change."

"Former felons are real people.  We're not stereotypes.  We're human beings.  I still have an opinion and I have the right to voice that and for it to make a difference.

One way that Sandy and her neighbors in her community are making a difference is by organizing throughout Scott County to put pressure on Senator Damon Thayer to allow a hearing for our legislation that would restore voting rights to former felons.

"I'm excited about what we can accomplish here in Georgetown," says Holbert.  “I think we’ll be able to make a difference.”
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Former Felon Voices – Katrina Byrnes, Louisville

In an attempt to share more of the stories from former felons across the Commonwealth, we’re presenting a series of short interviews every few weeks on our blog.
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Katrina Byrnes is a life-long resident of Louisville, a mother of four, and is very involved in her community through the Kentucky Alliance Against Racist and Political Repression and other community organizations.

"When you tell people you’re a former felon, they treat you different sometimes,” Byrnes says.  “My felony is 13 ½ years old and it doesn’t make sense to punish people twice – or for the rest of their lives.”

“Lots of people in my community don’t have the right to vote,” Byrnes says.  “I worry that a lot of them don’t care and they’ve become apathetic.  I used to feel that way, to be honest.”  

“It impacts the children more than anything else.  They learn from us.  I fought to get my rights back for them – to show them that my vote counts and so will theirs.”

Katrina Byrnes spoke out in 2008 at a rally for voting rights in Frankfort.  Although she was nervous, she received a standing ovation from the crowd.  

“I’m better talking to people one-to-one about this issue, though,” Byrnes says.  “I’d love to get more community involvement to really get people out into the streets talking to people about this in the West end of Louisville and other areas.”  

“I don’t fight for just me – I fight for my kids and your kids and my community”

“I really get out there and help bring people to the probation and parole office to apply to get their rights back – and get them contacting their legislators to restore voting rights to all former felons.”

“It’s so sad that some people don’t care about this issue.  People need to open their eyes.  It just doesn’t make any sense to take voting rights away from people who have served their time."

Byrnes fought to get her own right to vote back and got it, voting for the very first time in 2008.  “I was just 19 when I was sentenced – it felt so empowering to vote for the first time in my life.”

“I want other people to feel that way too – everyone in my community and across the state.  All 186,000 Kentuckians who have lost their vote need to be able to vote again to make this right.”
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Former Felon Voices – Ron Barrow, Lincoln County

In an attempt to share more of the stories from former felons across the Commonwealth, we’re presenting a series of short interviews every few weeks on our blog.
“I’m politically active," says Rev. Ron Barrow of Lincoln County.  "I read newspapers and pay a lot of attention to what’s going on nationally and locally and it’s frustrating not to be able to participate by voting."
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“I know a lot of people who can vote, of course, and I guilt them into getting out and casting their ballots – because it’s the right thing to do and because I can’t.  We had a pretty good voter turnout in Lincoln County this past year, which I’m kind’ve proud of.”

“I grew up around here in Stanford.  National politics like getting us out of Iraq are important to me, but so are local politics in Lincoln County.  Basic things like clean water and local services really matter to me.  A friend of mine even ran for mayor a while back, but I couldn’t vote for him.”

Ron has an extensive stack of records documenting his attempts to navigate the restoration of voting rights process over the years.

“In 2003, I applied to get my voting rights back before the 2004 presidential election, but I didn’t get a response.  I called to follow-up time and time again, but I never got anywhere.”

“Finally, maybe two year’s later, I sent in another application.  They sent it back to me, letting me know that they still had my first application and were working on it.  They never did cash any of the checks I sent in for the application fee.”
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Ron is about to send in another application to get his voting rights through the new, streamlined process Governor Beshear has put in place and is hopeful.  “Still,” he says, "people shouldn’t have to go through all of this to get their rights back.  I served my time and probation and that’s sentence enough."

Ron will be one of many former felons joining us in Frankfort on our major lobby day on February 10th to talk to legislators and encourage them to support HB 70, a proposed Constitutional Amendment to restore voting rights to most former felons automatically when they’ve served their debt to society.

