
TENNESSEE JUSTICE CENTER’S 2027 POLICY PRIORITIES
Since 1996 the Tennessee Justice Center (TJC) has worked to ensure Tennesseans have access to

essential healthcare and nutrition by combining direct client assistance, legal advocacy, and policy
change. Our mission is to use the law to advance economic justice by working for and with

Tennesseans seeking better lives for themselves and their neighbors. We envision a state where all
Tennesseans have their most basic needs met. TJC’s policy priorities are a starting place when looking

at options to improve the health and hunger outcomes for Tennesseans. 

FOUNDATIONAL PRIORITY: FIGHTING FOR HEALTH AND AGAINST HUNGER

Healthcare Affordability

Tennessee has the worst medical debt policies out of all fifty states (Medical Debt Policy Scorecard), leaving 1 in 6 Tennesseans with
some amount of medical debt in collections (Urban Institute).

Automatically Enroll Qualified Patients in Charity Care — Charity Care, a financial assistance program used in hospitals to offset
bill amounts, helps to reduce the amount of bad debt accrued by both the hospital and the patient. Qualified patients often do not
receive Charity Care due to the unfamiliarity with the program. Automatically enrolling eligible patients prior to sending a bill would
benefit both the client and the hospital.

Create Prescription Drug Affordability Board — In a recent survey, 90% of Tennessee respondents expressed a desire for
Tennessee to establish a Prescription Drug Affordability Board (PDAB) (Healthcare Value Hub). Existing in several states across the
country, PDABs are entities appointed by the state government to evaluate prescription drug costs. Its establishment would identify
affordability challenges with the ultimate goal of reducing financial burden of necessary prescription drugs.

Address the Caregiver Crisis – Tennessee faces a critical shortage of caregivers, leaving many elderly and disabled without the
services they need to safely stay in their homes and out of institutions.  When patients are forced into nursing homes, it increases
costs on our healthcare system, particularly given the very limited availability of Medicaid funded nursing home placements. Under
the current rules, family members can only be paid if they are hired by an agency, which delays care due to the need to go through
agency onboarding, and increases the cost of care because agencies typically add more than 30% to the cost per hour. Allowing
family members to be hired through Consumer Direction would reduce the cost of care and increase caregiver availability.

Proposed Action

Cost Transparency

Healthcare Accessibility
Rural Health Outcomes

Tennesseans in rural counties are more susceptible to worse health outcomes than residents living in urban and suburban areas
of the state. The healthcare of our rural communities is suffering with increased provider shortages and maternity care deserts,
alongside recent and impending hospital closures.

Proposed Action
Strengthen the No Surprise Billing Act — The No Surprise Billing Act provides patients with necessary transparency around the
amount they are billed when it comes to accessing care. However, patients in Tennessee do not have the same transparency with
ground transportation in an emergency as ground ambulance services are not currently included. This leaves folks facing medical
emergencies with little ability to avoid unknown bill amounts. Including ground transportation improves access to necessary care,
particularly in rural communities. 

Support the General Assembly’s Role in the Tennessee Rural Health Transformation Program — The Rural Health
Transformation Program is a 5-year federal grant with the expectation of addressing health disparities and outcomes that exist in
rural communities across the country. Tennessee’s narrative expands existing work the state has already done for rural
healthcare, committing to promote healthcare access through increased providers and their services, better transportation, and
modernized facilities. Supporting the General Assembly during the implementation ensures Tennessee’s commitment to
healthcare access across the state.
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https://healthcarevaluehub.org/chess-state-survey/tennessee/2025/tennessee-survey-respondents-worry-about-high-drug-costs-express-bipartisan-support-for-policy-solutions/


Ensure Tennessee Maximizes Policy Options to Alleviate Hunger 

1 in 5 children face hunger in Tennessee (Feeding America). Many policy options exist that could help ease the administrative burden
on state agencies and increase access to the safety net programs for participants at a time when grocery prices are at an all-time high.

Fund SNAP Benefit Share — As a part of the 2025 budget reconciliation bill, H.R. 1, states have to pay a portion of SNAP benefits
starting in FY27. Tennessee is now responsible for paying 0-15% of SNAP benefits, a cost previously covered by the federal
government. The state is responsible for paying a portion of the SNAP benefit if they have a 6% error rate or higher. Tennessee’s
most recent reported error rate in 2025 was 9.44% which would make the state responsible for paying 10% of SNAP benefits. The
state must continue to nourish food insecure Tennesseans and fund SNAP.

Support the General Assembly in Decreasing Cost to the State by Lowering the Payment Error Rate — The SNAP benefit cost
to the state will be determined by Tennessee’s Payment Error Rate (PER), which measures the accuracy of SNAP benefit calculations.
Tennessee must pursue options to lower the PER to decrease the SNAP benefit cost, including but not limited to increasing staffing &
support for eligibility counselors, lengthening recertification period, simplifying reporting requirements, and effectively
implementing current policies and waivers.

Recurring Participation in Summer EBT — Summer EBT (S-EBT), also known as SUN Bucks, is a federal program providing grocery
benefits to families with eligible school-aged children during the summer months when school is not in session. It aims to reduce
childhood hunger by offering a one-time payment of $120 per eligible child to purchase groceries. Admirably, Tennessee made S-EBT
a priority and has allocated funding to implement S-EBT in 2027. It it is important to remember families and their children need this
program every summer.

Increase CEP Participation — Community Eligibility Provision (CEP), under the National School Lunch Program (NSLP), permits
eligible districts and schools to provide meal service to all students at no charge, regardless of economic status (Section 104a of the
Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act). In the 2024–2025 school year, 1,295 schools in TN adopted CEP. An additional 250 schools were
eligible to adopt CEP but did not participate (FRAC). The less barriers qualifying schools face to participate in CEP, the less students
will go hungry.

Proposed Action

Child Hunger

Reduce Barriers to the Nutrition Safety Net Programs

1 in 3 families experience food insecurity in Tennessee (VUMC). Yet, many eligible individuals go without benefits due to
administrative barriers, misinformation, and socioeconomic hurdles. In Tennessee, only 47% of eligible people participate in WIC
and more than 100,000 people have lost SNAP benefits since summer of 2025 (CBPP). Tennessee has many unique opportunities
to support government efficiency through existing programs that streamline government processes. 

No Cost School Meals — Healthy students are better learners. Research links participation in school meals to positive educational
and health outcomes such as improving academic achievement, attendance, nutrition, and student behavior (FRAC). Ensuring
students have a nutritious breakfast and lunch allows students to stay focused and engaged in the classroom alongside decreasing
food insecurity and even school nurse visits.

Increase Efficiency in Safety Net Programs — Tennessee has many unique opportunities to support government efficiency in
the nutrition safety net programs. As an example, Tennessee could strengthen policies that help technologically-challenged seniors
certify for SNAP or busy, working mothers maintain their enrollment in WIC.

Proposed Action

Government Efficiency
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The Tennessee Justice Center is a nonprofit, tax-exempt organization that is non-partisan and non-political. The clients we serve, and the partners with whom
we work, represent the state’s diversity of political affiliation. Our political analyses relate solely to the defense of health and nutrition programs and do not

imply endorsement or disapproval of any party or person.​
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