
Prisoners’ Voting Rights 

 

Hi, my name is Lois Turnbull and I will be chairing the Human Rights committee this 

year along with Isobel Adams. We appreciate that many of you will be participating in 

your first conference and we would encourage those of you who are new to speak up 

and try to get involved in the debate, even if it is just once. 

 

We hope you enjoy this year’s Model United Nations and if you have any questions 

feel free to email myself or Isobel, or ask us on the day. 

 

We strongly suggest that in preparation for the debate you write a position paper on 

your country’s viewpoint on the issue. This should only be around 50-75 words as it 

is just a summary. You can email this to me here: nblturn16@edubuzz.org  

If you are aiming to win an award it is vital that you write your position paper as well 

as writing a resolution paper. This covers your country’s views and expresses what 

action your country would want the UN to take. Writing a resolution will help you to 

be more involved in the debate and helps you learn the format of Model United 

Nations if you haven’t participated before. Please bring a paper copy of the 

resolution on the day as well as emailing me a copy. If you have any enquiries about 

writing a resolution or the format of the debate please email me with any questions. 

The help guide on our MUN website gives you a step by step guide as well. 

Prisoners’ Rights - The Right to Vote? 

The world is divided over this issue, with some countries permanently 

disenfranchising criminals (i.e., removing their right to vote) and others permitting 

prisoners to vote even while they’re in prison. In most modern democracies, the right 

to vote is considered one of the most basic fundamental rights. Despite the important 

value attached to this right, there appears to be a strong prevalent perception that 

prisoners forfeit their right to vote by virtue of their imprisonment and that the 

disenfranchisement of prisoners is indeed a necessary and justified expression of 

punishment. 

 

In Europe, there is a wide range of positions on how countries deal with votes for 

prisoners. Many counties, including the UK and Austria, don’t allow prisoners the 

right to vote, but each to varying degrees. For example, Austria refuses to allow 

criminals a vote until they have been out of jail for six months. 

On the other hand, there are plenty of countries that do allow prisoners a vote, such 

as Switzerland, Sweden, Spain, Denmark and Albania. Outside Europe, countries 

also have a wide range of positions on prisoners being granted the right to vote. For 

example, in Canada, prisoners can vote even while in prison, but in Chile, prisoners 

cannot vote even when released from prison. 
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Many argue that prisoners should be allowed the right to vote because this right is 

crucial to having a classification as a democratic society, and that prisoners’ voices 

are essential to the advancement of our criminal justice system. Also, many former 

prisoners eventually re-join society, and they may well become our future 

neighbours. By restricting them the right to vote, it often only further alienates them 

from the normative population, producing the type of strain that can cause them to 

re-offend. 

 

In contrast, the primary argument against allowing prisoners the right to vote is that 

when one infringes on the right of another, he or she forgoes his or her own rights. 

So should somebody who has infringed on the rights of somebody else be allowed 

the privilege of being a participating member of democratic society? Furthermore, 

criminals have a proven history of bad judgement so we shouldn’t trust their 

decision-making when it comes to voting. Just like minors and people deemed 

mentally incompetent aren’t trusted with the vote, neither should criminals. The same 

way we want to trust our candidates, we also must trust the people voting them in. 

 

Points to Consider: 

 

● What is your country’s position on prisoners voting rights? 

 

● Has there been a backlash towards the stance your country has taken on 

prisoners voting rights? 

 

● What problems have arisen due to the position your country has taken? 

 

● What problems have been solved due to the position your country has taken? 

 

● Advantages and disadvantages of your countries approach to prisoners voting 

rights? 

 

● How much involvement should the UN have in terms of allowing prisoners the 

right to vote? 

 

 

Useful Links: 

 

https://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/FS_Prisoners_vote_ENG.pdf 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2008/sep/19/prisonsandprobation.civilliberties 

 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-20447504 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/nov/01/prisoners-are-our-future-neighbours-so-is-rehabilitation-such-a-dangerous-idea
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/nov/01/prisoners-are-our-future-neighbours-so-is-rehabilitation-such-a-dangerous-idea
https://constitutioncenter.org/interactive-constitution/amendments/amendment-xxvi
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2012/10/keeping-the-mentally-incompetent-from-voting/263748/
https://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/FS_Prisoners_vote_ENG.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2008/sep/19/prisonsandprobation.civilliberties
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-20447504


https://www.newsweek.com/which-countries-felons-vote-1405142 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disfranchisement 

 

https://www.hrw.org/legacy/reports98/vote/usvot98o-04.htm 

 

https://felonvoting.procon.org/view.resource.php?resourceID=000289 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/08/opinion/let-prisoners-vote.html 

 

https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2019/5/13/18535423/prisoner-felon-voting-rights-

bernie-sanders-2020 

 

https://www.penalreform.org/resource/right-prisoners-vote-global-overview/ 
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