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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Tennessee’s felon disenfranchisement laws are among the most complex and restrictive in the United States.  

More than 400,000 Tennesseans have lost the right to vote as a result of a felony conviction, which places 

Tennessee among the top four states in the country for the highest number of disenfranchised felons per voting-

age population.1  Ex-felons seeking to have their voting rights restored face significant financial hardships and 

bureaucratic hurdles under the current restoration scheme.   

Activists and policymakers alike have recognized need to reform Tennessee’s felon disenfranchisement and 

voting rights restoration laws.  However, the contributors of this report have identified a new aspect of the problem 

that has thus far gone unmentioned:  the disenfranchisement of men and women who served in the Armed Forces.  

Nationally, over half a million veterans have lost the right to vote under state felon disenfranchisement laws.2  

Tennessee is home to 470,000 veterans,3 many of whom have felony convictions that stem directly from the 

physical or psychological traumas of combat.  Tennessee has already demonstrated a policy preference for 

supporting criminal veterans by implementing veterans treatment courts, re-entry support programs, and prison 

housing unit reforms.  However, Tennessee has thus far overlooked the fact that its current laws strip ex-felon 

veterans of the right to vote and then force them to navigate a convoluted restoration system without providing 

additional support.     

The authors of this report propose that the Tennessee General Assembly amend the current laws to make the 

restoration process easier.  Our proposal consists of three alternatives, two of which relate directly to proposed 

bills that are presently pending before the General Assembly.   

Ø   If the General Assembly opts to not adopt either bill, the authors recommend amending the current law to streamline the voting 
rights restoration certificate process for veterans that have successfully completed a Veterans Treatment Court program, prison 
sentence, or probation/parole.  This includes waiving or amending the requirement that ex-felon veterans satisfy outstanding 
legal financial obligations–––such as restitution, court costs, and child support payments–––prior to seeking restoration. 

Ø   If the General Assembly adopts S.B. 36/H.B. 137 to extend eligibility to all ex-felons that are in compliance with a court-
authorized payment plan, the authors recommend further streamlining the process for ex-felons veterans.  This includes waiving 
the financial requirements and making the restoration process automatic for eligible individuals. 

Ø   If the General Assembly adopts S.B. 589/H.B. 547 to eliminate financial requirements and make the restoration process 
automatic for all eligible ex-felons, the authors only recommend that the amended laws include a provision directing Veterans 
Treatment Court officials to provide a voting rights restoration certificate to ex-felon veterans upon graduation from the 
program. 

No other state has adopted a voting rights restoration scheme tailored to disenfranchised veterans.  This proposal 

thus urges Tennessee legislators to become a trailblazer in protecting veterans’ civil rights.  It is time to restore 

the right to participate in the democratic process to the men and women who bravely and selflessly sacrificed to 

preserve it.   
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CONTEXT & SCOPE OF THE PROBLEM 
 

History of Tennessee’s Felon Disenfranchisement Laws 

In 1835, Tennessee revised its constitution to limit the voting rights of individuals convicted of “infamous 

crimes.”4  The General Assembly subsequently implemented legislation barring such individuals from 

voting.5  Although the original definition of “infamous crimes” only included a number of enumerated crimes, 

the General Assembly amended Tennessee’s disenfranchisement statute in 1981 to encompass all felony 

convictions.6  The Tennessee Supreme Court later held that the 1981 amendment did not apply retroactively to 

individuals convicted of unenumerated felonies prior to 1981.7   

 Until 2006, the only available recourse for disenfranchised felons was to file a petition in Circuit Court.8  In 2006, 

the Tennessee General Assembly enacted a bill aimed at streamlining the voting rights restoration process.9  The 

intent of the new legislation was essentially threefold.  First, it required election administrators to register eligible 

ex-felons for voting if they satisfied the statutory requirements for a voting rights restoration 

certificate.10  Additionally, the law required persons seeking restoration to pay all restitution and outstanding child 

support payments prior to receiving the certificate of restoration.11  Further, the legislation encouraged sentencing 

courts, the Tennessee Department of Corrections (“TDOC”), and the Tennessee Board of Parole (“TBOP”) to 

require officials to explain the citizenship restoration process to released offenders convicted of nonviolent 

felonies.12  In 2010, the General Assembly again amended the voting rights restoration statute to require otherwise 

eligible ex-felons to pay all court costs prior to receiving a voting rights certificate.13 

 

 
Fig. 1 
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Current State of Voting Rights Restoration in Tennessee 

As of 2016, a felony conviction bars 6.1 million Americans from voting.14  In Tennessee,  a past 

felony conviction bans 1 in 12 citizens from voting.15  Although the 2006 Amendments streamlined 

the restoration process for disenfranchised Tennesseans, financial barriers and bureaucratic hurdles 

still act as obstacles.  As a result, Tennessee’s current voting rights restoration system stands as 

one of the most onerous and complicated in the country.16  

Two major procedural barriers center upon the lack of access to court records necessary for proving 

compliance with restitution requirements and the financial hardships imposed by the requirement 

to pay legal financial obligations (“LFOs”) prior to restoration.17  In Tennessee, these LFOs consist 

of court costs, restitution, and outstanding child support payments.18  Despite statutory provisions 

allowing courts to consider evidence of indigency, a comparison of poverty rates among Non-

Hispanic African Americans in Tennessee (24.3%)19 and the corresponding disenfranchisement 

rate for the same subgroup (21.27%)20 suggests that the exception is sparingly applied or sets an 

infeasible-to-meet standard for those seeking relief from LFOs.   

Perhaps the most daunting bureaucratic hurdles in Tennessee can be attributed to the complexity 

of the voting rights restoration process.  Multiple requirements for eligibility under the current law 

can quickly become burdensome enough to deter otherwise eligible ex-felons from completing the 

restoration process altogether.21  Furthermore, a 2015 survey of all 95 local election officials in 

Tennessee demonstrates that even those overseeing the restoration process lack fundamental 

knowledge and understanding of the current laws.22  Individuals suffer when those in charge of 

implementing the law cannot comprehend its many nuances and irregularities.  For this reason and 

many others, Tennessee’s voting rights restoration scheme is in need of serious and immediate 

reform. 
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Problem: The Disenfranchisement of Tennessee Veterans 
 

As of 2017, Tennessee is home to more than 470,000 military veterans.23  After recognizing the high rates of post-

traumatic stress disorder (“PTSD”), suicide, depression, and substance abuse problems suffered by Tennessee 

veterans, the General Assembly decided to invest in a number of state-sponsored programs to help veterans that 

committed crimes after serving in the military.  Here are some examples: 

•   Veterans Treatment Courts (VTCs) offer a means for qualified veterans to receive rehabilitative treatment in lieu 
of imprisonment.  In 2012, Shelby County became the first county in the state to establish a treatment court solely 
aimed at offering treatment services for veterans that had committed crimes–––including felony offenses–––
related to substance abuse, PTSD, and the failure to successfully adjust to civilian life.24  Other counties soon 
followed suit.  Today, a number of VTCs serve veterans across the state of Tennessee.  Most VTCs accept veterans 
into the program on a case-by-case basis.25 

•   TDOC and TBOP established a state-wide Tennessee Reentry Collaborative (TREC) in 2004 to help formerly 
incarcerated inmates–––including veterans–––successfully reintegrated into society after imprisonment.26  The 
state TREC agency oversees and assists nine local TREC organizations across the state to work with community 
providers to offer services for formerly incarcerated veterans, including housing and support services for qualified 
individuals.27 

•   More recently, the General Assembly passed legislation creating special housing units for veterans in 
prison.28  This January 2019 bill follows a national trend to create “barracks behind bars.”29  Once implemented, 
this program will offer various classes and PTSD counseling services to incarcerated veterans at three Tennessee 
prisons.30 

 
These programs demonstrate Tennessee’s dedication to rehabilitating criminal veterans.  However, Tennessee has 

thus far overlooked another critical aspect of the rehabilitation process:  the restoration of voting rights to veterans 

with felony convictions.  As an inadvertent consequence of Tennessee’s felon disenfranchisement scheme, men and 

women who served and sacrificed for the country have lost the right to vote.   

Nationally, around 7% of the 2.3 million people (i.e., around 160,000 individuals) within state and federal prison 

systems are veterans of the Armed Services.31  An estimated 77% of these individuals were honorably discharged, 

but were unable to successfully transition into civilian life due to combat-related traumas.32  Under the current 

system, Tennessee veterans with felony convictions that are released from prison or successfully complete a VTC 

program still must face financial obstacles and bureaucratic hurdles to regain the right to vote.  For the estimated 

7.9% of Tennessee’s veterans who live below the poverty line,33 the inability to pay restitution, court costs, and 

outstanding child support payments may render the restoration of voting rights unachievable.  Furthermore, the 

restoration process itself is complex, and veterans–––like all disenfranchised Tennessee felons–––may struggle 

to access records needed to prove compliance with the restoration statute’s financial requirements or to identify 

the appropriate agency for authorizing a voting rights restoration certificate. 
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ALTERNATIVE SOLUTIONS 

 

 
 

National Survey 

As shown in the map above, disenfranchisement is common across the United States.34  All states, except for 

Maine and Vermont, rescind the right to vote for convicted felons.  However, states differ in whether the person 

remains disenfranchised after completion of her sentence.  Even if a person is eligible to restore her right to vote, 

the state might impose additional payment, certification, or waiting requirements.  The most restrictive states, like 

Iowa35 and Kentucky,36 will only restore voting rights after the person applies for clemency from the governor.   

The general trend across the states is to amend or repeal laws that lead to long-term disenfranchisement.37  

Notably, disenfranchisement reforms tend to have support that transcends the traditional political divisions.  Even 

traditionally conservative states, such as Texas,38 have adopted less restrictive policies incrementally.  Since 1997, 

17 states have streamlined or simplified the restoration process for those that have completed their 

sentence.39  These reforms are typically directed at removing the economic barriers or bureaucratic hurdles to the 

restoration of voting rights.  Two common reforms, discussed in greater detail here, are (1) repealing LFO 

payment requirements, and (2) simplifying the administrative process of restoration.  

Fig. 10 
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Florida’s Solution: Amendment 4 

 

In 2018, Florida voted on a ballot initiative aimed at reforming the restoration process for ex-felons.40  Prior to 

this vote, Florida permanently disenfranchised all felons unless the person was granted clemency by the 

governor.41  To restore voting rights, a person would have to complete her full sentence, including probation and 

parole, then apply to the Executive Board of Clemency for restoration.  This process could take up to 15 years for 

some offenses, and ex-felons could still be denied voting rights by the governor or the board.   

Amendment 4, the ballot initiative, was designed to remove the long waiting period and to change the uncertain 

and costly restoration process.  Under this change, voting rights are automatically restored once the person 

completes her sentence, including probation, parole, and payment of LFOs.42   

Amendment 4 succeeded despite fears that the amendment would not receive support in a purple state.43  Groups 

like Second Chances and Floridians for a Fair Democracy campaigned throughout 2017-2018 to raise awareness 

of Florida’s restrictive restoration process.44  In the months before the November vote, these groups emphasized 

the impact of Florida’s restoration process on veterans.  Local newspapers and grassroots groups shared personal 

stories and statistics showing the impact of disenfranchisement laws on Florida veterans with mental health 

issues.45  These articles were directed at pointing out the inherent injustice in denying voting rights to those that 

have risked their lives for this country.   By November, the amendment had endorsements from groups like the 

ACLU and the more conservative Freedom Partners.46  Republican legislators voiced approval, and various 

statewide polls showed public support of the amendment at about 75%.47  On November 6, 2018, 65% Florida 

voters approved Amendment 4, and the right to vote was restored for nearly 1.4 million ex-felons in the state.48 

 

 

 

Fig. 12 
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Virginia’s & Washington’s Solution: 

Eliminating Cost Requirements 
 

Though Florida’s approval of Amendment 4 represents a 

step towards justice for veterans, the amendment does not 

remove the economic barriers to restoration of voting 

rights.49  The state still requires payment of LFOs before 

restoration, and that requirement can prevent poor veterans 

from restoring their rights.  Many other states have 

removed payment requirements from disenfranchisement 

laws because of the inability of poor ex-felons to ever fully 

repay court costs.50  

For example, Virginia and Washington have both removed 

the payment requirements for restoration through different 

mechanisms.51  Virginia has a similar restoration process 

as Florida’s; a person must apply for clemency to the 

governor.  In 2015, Gov. Terry McAuliffe discontinued 

the practice of requiring payment of LFOs to restore voting 

rights.52  By 2017, the governor had individually restored 

voting rights to nearly 173,000 citizens.53  

Washington made a similar change to its 

disenfranchisement laws in 2009 through its 

legislature.54  Under the new law,  the state only 

disenfranchises people that are in prison, on probation, or 

on parole. After completion of the sentence, the person’s 

voting rights are automatically restored.  In Washington, 

legal system debts compound by 12% annually.55  The 

legislature decided to remove the payment requirement 

because of many indigent ex-felons were unable to pay off 

court costs.  

 
 

Fig. 13
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Proposed Solution:  

A Restoration Plan Tailored for Veterans 
 

Tennessee laws should be amended to change the voting rights 

restoration process for  veterans that complete their prison 

sentence.  Under current law, a veteran with a felony charge must 

follow the standard statewide procedure for restoration of voting 

rights.  Thus, a veteran must pay all outstanding LFOs before 

restoring voting rights, and the burden of proving compliance lies 

with the veteran.   

Tennessee legislators should amend the restoration process so 

that the veteran’s voting rights are automatically restored with  a 

certificate of restoration from VTC courts or the releasing TDOC 

or TBOP official.  Under this proposal, ex-felon veterans would 

not be forced to bear the financial burden of repaying restitution, 

court costs, and child support prior to restoration.  Furthermore, 

this proposal would shift the burden of initiating the restoration 

process from the individual veteran to state officials. 

The unique situation of ex-felon veterans justifies this change.  

Many men and women who served in the Armed Forces have 

sacrificed their physical and psychological well-being to protect 

American democracy.  Tennessee has recognized the impact of 

trauma on its veteran population and has demonstrated a 

preference for supportive, rehabilitative policies when it comes 

to criminal veterans.  However, Tennessee has overlooked a 

manifest injustice within its restrictive voting rights scheme:  ex-

felon veterans are presumptively deprived the right to vote and 

must suffer through a complex, burdensome restoration process.        

No other state has enacted a restoration process specifically 

tailored for veterans.  The authors of this report urge Tennessee 

legislators to take historic action in protecting the basic civil 

rights of disenfranchised veterans.  On the following page, we 

have identified three ways that the General Assembly can provide 

trailblazing changes to the voting rights restoration system.  
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