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CANTON -Though the project has been in the works for some time, Madison County officials
have decided not to back a countywide mailout planned to clean the voter rolls.

During a meeting Monday, county
supervisors rescinded their earlier votes in 
support of a mailout and told elections 
commissioners to instead focus on other 
ways to purge what many think to be an 
inflated list of registered voters.

The move comes as some have
questioned whether the plan to mail cards 
to every registered voter in the county as 
the first step in a two-year purging process 
would violate the National Voting Rights 
Act.

"Any kind of mass mailout, in my opinion,
is illegal," District 4 Supervisor Karl Banks said.

District 1 Supervisor and Board President Tim Johnson said he wants to see the voter rolls
purged but agreed that the mailout may not be the most appropriate action at this time.

"The DOJ (Department of Justice) has said they don't want to see a mass mailout," District 1
Supervisor and Board President Tim Johnson said. "We need to look for the most efficient 
and most effective way to deal with this."

About 40,300 people voted in the 2004 presidential election in Madison County, and more
than 72,000 people are registered.

The circuit clerk's office has estimated that there should be about 50,000 legitimate voters,
based on 2007 census estimates. The county has 89,387 residents, according to the census.

In recent weeks, county supervisors have agreed that something should be done to purge the
county rolls.

They had voted to spend more than $59,000 on the mailout program. No money was spent
before officials changed plans.
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Elections Commission chairwoman Kakey Chaney, who has pushed for a mailout, was at the
board meeting to present a finalized plan that included mailing the cards, paying for radio and 
newspaper advertisements and hiring temporary workers.

According to her plan, every voter who did not respond to the voter cards would be
contacted.

"No one wants to say we have a problem, but we do," Chaney said. "This has been urgent
since 2005."

Eventually those who could not be reached after multiple attempts and who did not vote in at
least two federal elections would have been purged from the voter rolls. If at some point they 
came back to vote, they could vote by affidavit ballots.

The effort would have been the first of its kind in Mississippi, and Madison County had been
considered a pilot project for the state, Chaney said.

Banks, who has voted against the project each time it has come up, argued that the efforts
were not legal. He said his understanding of the law was that commissioners needed a 
reason to believe that a voter's information may not be accurate.

Estelle Rogers, a voting rights lawyer who works with the Washington-based nonprofit
Project Vote organization, said she, too, was concerned about Madison County's proposal.

Rogers sent a letter to the elections commission last week, out of concern that the mailout,
as planned, violated the Voting Rights Act, she said. She said she also tried to contact the 
elections commissioners by phone but no one returned her calls.

"They are doing something that is understandable when you have a voter roll that appears to
be out of proportion," Rogers said. "But there are a lot of Ps and Qs that must be followed."

County supervisors, expressing some concern over the ramifications that such a process
could have with respect to the Department of Justice, have instead instructed the 
commission to first clear the rolls with databases from the secretary of state's office and the 
state Department of Health.

"If we use those first, then we could possibly come back to the mailout," county administrator
Donnie Caughman said. "We could end up eliminating 10,000 to 15,000 of those mailouts."

Banks argued that especially during a presidential election year, the commission should
focus on making sure that the election goes smoothly.

He said there are enough problems with people not knowing their appropriate precinct and
other issues.

"The mildest things confuse people and can ultimately disenfranchise people during
elections," Banks said. "Here we are wanting to disenfranchise people because they don't 
send a card back?"

Chaney argued that the commission had carefully worded the cards so that they would not be
"intimidating."

The proposed cards read: "You can do your part to help Madison County clean up the voter
rolls and save tax dollars by filling out this postage paid card today" and the card is marked 
"Voter Registration Update."

To comment on this story, call Elizabeth Crisp at (601) 961-7303.
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