
 
  

 
Protect Civic Participation  

 
Oppose HB 0985 (Matheny) SB 0549 (Bell) 

 
HB0985/SB0549 would prohibit non-U.S. citizens, regardless of immigration status, from serving as a 
volunteer poll watchers or even entering a polling place. Current law sufficiently regulates the behavior of 
all persons who enter a polling place: no person, regardless of immigration status, may interrupt or 
observe a voter as they cast their ballot. SB549/HB985 undermines our values of civic engagement and 
would be an unjust barrier for voters who need assistance.  

This bill impedes on the right of voters to be assisted in the polling place should they 
require it. 

 
• Voters have the right to bring anyone (other than their employee or union representative) to assist 

them in voting, for reasons of literacy, fluency in the English language, physical ability, etc.  
• This bill would limit the right of voters to bring the person they trust to assist them if that person, 

for example, is a green card holder and is not yet a U.S. citizen.  
 

 
We should be building a culture of civic engagement, not civic isolation.  

 
• Civic engagement and a vibrant democracy are fundamental to our values as Americans. Aspiring 

citizens in Tennessee who do not yet have the right to vote often seek ways to participate and 
support the civic life of our communities.  

• Many aspiring citizens help register voters, volunteer for campaigns to make phone calls and 
knock on doors, and volunteer as poll watchers to observe the elections. Poll watchers play an 
important role in protecting our democracy and the integrity of our elections. Their role and 
responsibilities are not dependent on a person's immigration status.  

• In a state where less than 40% of voters went out to the polls in 2010, we should be doing 
everything we can to promote a culture of civic engagement, not undermining it.  
 

Current law is sufficient in regulating activities of poll watchers and protecting integrity of 
our voting system.  

 
• Outside of election officials, paid poll workers, and the press, the only persons allowed inside a 

polling place are volunteer poll watchers and persons assisting voters. The behaviors of all 
persons who enter a polling place are strictly regulated by existing code in order to protect the 
integrity and privacy of voting.  

• The integrity of elections is protected by poll watchers, not compromised by their presence. 
According to TN law, “[n]o watcher may interfere with any voter in the preparation or casting of 
such voter's ballot or prevent the election officials' performance of their duties.”  
 

SB0549/HB0985 would be a step backward for Tennessee. We should be expanding and 
improving opportunities for all Tennesseans to participate in the civic life of our 
communities, not discouraging civic engagement. 

 


