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About Blind Citizens Australia

Blind Citizens Australia is the peak national representative organisation of people who are blind or vision impaired. Our mission is to achieve equity and equality by our empowerment, by promoting positive community attitudes, and by striving for high quality and accessible services which meet our needs. 

Blind Citizens Australia is funded by the Department of Social Services (DSS) to provide policy advice to the Australian Government and relevant agencies relating to people who are blind or vision impaired. As a national peak body, we have over 3,000 members and 16 branches nationwide in metropolitan, regional and rural locations. Blind Citizens Australia is also affiliated with 12 other organisations which represent the interests of Australians who are blind or vision impaired. 

Introduction

Imagine for a moment that is Election Day. And that you are totally blind. Perhaps you will have already completed a postal vote with the assistance of a friend or family member – a process that has robbed you of dignity and severely compromised the notion of a secret ballot. Or, perhaps you have decided to cast your vote at a polling centre. You aren’t really sure how to get there in the first place and, when finally making it to your destination, you are overwhelmed by the crowds of people that you need to navigate in order to be able to cast your vote.

As this example demonstrates, the electoral process can still be quite complicated for a person who is blind or vision impaired. For this reason, securing a method of casting a secret, independent and verifiable vote for  people who are blind or vision impaired remains at the top of Blind Citizens Australia’s policy agenda.

We greatly value the opportunity to provide input into this inquiry, to ensure that future processes are accessible to, and meet the needs of, electors who are blind or vision impaired. In regards to the terms of reference of this inquiry, Blind Citizens Australia has chosen to comment primarily on voting services for people with a disability, as this is the area which is of most relevance to our membership.

Voting for Electors who are Blind or Vision Impaired at the South Australian 2014 General Election

There is currently no system in place in South Australia to enable people who are blind or vision impaired to be able to cast their vote independently. The Electoral Commission has previously stated that it is investigating options for accessible voting based on the systems that are in use in other states, but that the implementation of any of these systems would require amendments to the South Australian Electoral Act 1985.

The 2014 election incorporated several “strategies” for electors who were blind or vision impaired. These included:

•
Assisted voting - involved the individual seeking the assistance of a polling officer to be able to complete their ballot paper; trusting that they had recorded the vote accurately.

•
Early voting - electronic print magnifiers were made available in several Early Voting Centres. These early voting centres were located in a range of suburban and city locations with easy access to public transport.

•
Postal voting – postal vote application forms were made available from Post Offices as well as the Electoral Commission website. Ballot papers needed to be completed and then returned to the Electoral Commission no later than 7 days after Election Day.

Regrettably, not one of these options provided electors who are blind or vision impaired with an opportunity to be able to cast their vote independently, without the assistance of a polling officer, friend or family member.

In regards to assisted voting, it is important to note that for some people who are blind or vision impaired, the concept of having to physically cast a vote from a polling centre can be extremely daunting. As mentioned previously, having to navigate a largely unfamiliar environment and then negotiate crowds of people presents a significant access barrier for people with mobility difficulties; a process which could be greatly simplified through the availability of remote voting. While early voting centres may minimise crowds and make the process of navigating the polling place less complicated, individuals who are blind or vision impaired may often be required to travel quite some distance to attend these centres; travelling on a route that they may not be familiar with. Information about early polling centres did not reach electors until the end of February, which is not a sufficient time frame given the aforementioned constraints.
Furthermore, the concept of having to verbally relay your vote to a polling officer completely robs the elector of dignity, secrecy and independence; with the elector having no way of verifying that the vote that has been recorded is accurate. This is also the case with postal voting and these options are simply not adequate given advances in technology, as well as the accommodations that have already been put in place in other state jurisdictions.
Below are several statements from Blind Citizens Australia members who voted in the South Australian state election in March. Please note that some individuals have referred to the blind and low vision telephone-assisted voting service that was made available for the 2013 federal election, which will be explored further throughout this submission.
 “In the Federal Election last year I was able to cast my vote over the telephone which was great. Unfortunately, in the State Election this was not an option for vision impaired people so I voted via a postal vote as I find it too stressful to attend a polling booth. I would definitely like to see SA adopt the telephone voting system for people with vision impairment as I found it so much easier, very professional and there was no stress.”

“I went to my local venue. In short, they didn't know what to do with me. It was like being caught in the headlights. In the end I put them out of their misery and asked my husband to assist me. This is not a secret vote in two ways: 1) he gets to know what I'm voting; 2) he has to read it out in a confined space and of course people hear this. Also, I felt I was unable to vote below the line as I wished because of the line-up and the assistance I needed which took time. I hurried through and out.”
 “I found no options for help with the voting from family or friends and found it very difficult. I used the telephone voting system in the federal election and found it very easy to use.”

“The SA state election had zero features to make it accessible for people who are blind or vision impaired. Anything would have been better than nothing! I feel that surely the least that could have been done would have been to have a similar procedure to the 2013 Federal Election, or indeed some of the more accessible - user friendly methods for people who are blind or vision impaired used at elections in other states.”

Aside from the voting platform itself, it is also essential that information relating to the election process is made available in formats that can be accessed by people who are blind or vision impaired. Legislative Council information published on the Electoral Commission’s website, including candidate details, was presented in pdf format. Pdf documents are unable to be read by screen reading software that is used by people who are blind or vision impaired, making them largely inaccessible. The Select Committee should undertake measures to ensure that an rtf or Microsoft Word document is provided as an alternative to pdf in the future.
Additionally, the Electoral Commission has a role to play in ensuring that electors with disabilities are well-informed about the parties involved in the election and their respective policy platforms. At present, information pertaining to each political party is not included on the Commission’s website, however the inclusion of such information would be greatly beneficial to electors who are blind or vision impaired. One way that this could be facilitated is through requiring each party lodging a voting ticket with the Commission to provide a summary of their policies for placement on the website.

Accessible Voting Around Australia

South Australia is a long way behind other jurisdictions in ensuring an independent vote for electors who are blind or vision impaired at the state level. A breakdown of the systems used in other states has been provided below, with the exception of the Northern Territory:

•    The ACT currently has a computer system in place at some pre-polling centres to allow people who are blind or vision impaired to be able to cast their vote independently.

•
In NSW, the Parliamentary Electorates and Elections Further Amendment Act 2010 commenced on 7 December 2010. This legislative reform allowed for remote, electronically-assisted voting for people who are blind or vision impaired to be introduced for the 2011 state election.  iVote, the name given to the remote voting systems that were implemented for the election, allowed electors to cast their vote over the telephone using voice prompts, or over the internet. 

•
In Queensland, Electoral reforms introduced in Parliament in November 2013 will allow for remote voting for people who are blind or vision impaired during the next state election. Voters will be able to phone in their vote via an electronic assisted voting (EAV) system. Several polling places will also be set up to allow for people who are blind or vision impaired to cast their vote electronically on Election Day.

•
Tasmania currently has a computer system in place at some pre-polling centres to allow people who are blind or vision impaired to be able to cast their vote independently. Tasmania amended its legislation over a decade ago to allow the Electoral Commission the power to make discretionary decisions regarding voting methods to help enable certain groups to be able to cast their vote more easily. People who are interstate are already able to cast their vote online, so no further changes to legislation would be required.

•
Victoria currently has a computer system in place at some pre-polling centres to allow people who are blind or vision impaired to be able to cast their vote independently.

•
In Western Australia, Electors who are blind or vision impaired were able to cast their vote independently for the first time during the 2013 state election, using an application that had been produced in-house by the WA Electoral Commission.

Further to what is already being done in state jurisdictions, The Blind and Low Vision Telephone-Assisted Voting Service that was made available for the 2013 Election allowed electors to be able to cast their vote over the telephone from any location in the two weeks leading up to, as well as on, election day. Electors first needed to register for the service, at which point they were asked to provide a PIN. They were then sent a second registration number via their preferred medium (mail, email, phone call or SMS). When calling to cast their vote, electors did not need to provide their name; only the registration number and PIN. The ballot papers were read audibly by a call centre voting assistant at the end of the phone line, with the elector voicing their voting preferences accordingly. This was then recorded on the ballot papers, with a second voting assistant present to ensure that the vote was recorded according to the elector’s intention. 

This service was far more inclusive of the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired than previous systems, which resulted in greater uptake of accessible voting amongst the blind and vision impaired community. Two thousand eight hundred and thirty two people cast their vote using the Blind and Low Vision Telephone-Assisted Voting Service at last year’s federal election. During the previous federal election, however, telephone-assisted voting was only made available in 126 locations around Australia, resulting in just 410 individuals casting their vote using this service.

Electoral Access in South Australia Moving Forward

Blind Citizens Australia feels that the current “accommodations” that have been put in place for electors who are blind or vision impaired in South Australia are simply not good enough and must be improved as a matter of urgency; to ensure that the South Australian government is meeting its obligations under the disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth), the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. In any case, legislative reform would be required in order for accessible voting options to be put in place. We therefore urge the Select Committee to implement the recommendations of the Australian Electoral Commission’s 2002 report – “Evolution not Revolution”, which stated: 

“The Federal, State and Territory Parliaments should amend their Electoral Acts to enable a trial of e-voting to be implemented at Federal, State and Territory elections for:

•
Antarctic electors;

•
Electors in other remote locations;

•
Electors with a disability;

•
Overseas electors and

•
As an option for the return of postal votes.”

As previously demonstrated, the NSW and Queensland governments have already taken this advice on board by enacting, or amending legislation to allow for remote voting options to be put in place for use by people with a disability. Blind Citizens Australia urges the Select Committee to give reform of the Electoral Act 1985 (SA) and the Electoral Regulations 1997 high priority in the near future, to ensure a vote for people who are blind or vision impaired that is 100% secret, independent and verifiable.

Although the Telephone-Assisted Voting Service that was used in the 2013 federal election opened up the electoral process to a greater number of people who are blind or vision impaired than ever before, many felt that this was not a true representation of a secret, independent and verifiable vote — as it required them to communicate their vote to a third party. As expressed by one of our New South Wales members: 

“The best is what every other Australian who is eligible to vote gets — a vote that is secret, verifiable, and independent. What we get this election is none of these. Yes, we don't have to tell a family member or friend, but our vote is known by two AEC staff so it is not secret.

My definition of secret is that my vote is not known by anyone else, regardless of whether my name can be connected to it or not. But if you feel its secret, since they don't know your name, its worth remembering that they do know your electorate. And there are 150 electorates and only a few thousand blind people. So no secrecy. We cannot verify our vote ourselves, so no verifiability. 

And we are not independently voting, so no independence. What we have this year is just a more convenient version of what we've almost always had.” 

In regards to the format that we believe accessible voting should take in South Australia in the future, it is important to understand that the iVote system that was used during the 2011 NSW State Election is currently the only system in Australia which is considered by our members to be 100 per cent secret, independent and verifiable. It is this platform that we would like to see the South Australian Electoral Commission work towards for future and state elections. This system provided the elector with the option to cast their vote either online or over the telephone and did not involve a third party physically recording the vote. Instead, the process for telephone voting was similar to that used for phone banking, using prompts that had been pre-recorded in human speech.  The internet system also boasted a high level of accessibility and complied with government standards. At the time of registering for iVote, individuals were asked to supply a six digit PIN. Once the electoral roll had closed, the voter was supplied with an additional eight digit iVote number, which could be obtained via email, SMS or telephone. Voters were given 12 hours to complete their vote once commencing the process, with the system automatically remembering where they were up to during this time. The voter had the opportunity to review their completed ballot paper prior to submitting it and, once the vote had been submitted, the voter was issued with a receipt number which they could use at a later date to confirm that their vote had been counted.

The iVote service was very well received by the blind and vision impaired community. Below are two comments that our members have made about the service: 

“iVote is the best thing that was ever thought of. For a very long time I have not seen any reason why internet and/or phone voting could not have been done, given that the last census was able to be done through the internet, and with the technology available today for security purposes, I could not see why this shouldn't have been done several elections ago. Hopefully, this will be a permanent arrangement, as it makes things even easier than the voting system implemented at the last federal election, with the computer type voting system at different polling booths, as this way it can be done from home, with total independence, and was totally screen reader friendly. I would call it a roaring success.”

“I used iVote and overall had a very positive experience. The system was clear and easy to use, very convenient and my vote went through without any glitches.”

We also recorded the following feedback from members who had utilised the iVote system, as well as the blind and low vision telephone-assisted voting service that was made available for last year’s federal election and were able to compare the two options.
“I much preferred the iVote system, as it was fully automated and had several features which were very useful; including allowing you to leave your vote and come back to it at any time within a 12-hour period, as well as do a trial run before casting your actual vote.”

“I prefer to vote below the line, so the iVote system allowed me to be more in control of this process as it was fully automated. I didn’t really like the idea of having to relay my vote to another person, even though my identity was not divulged. For me, although I was able to cast my vote from home, I could not really see the difference between this and a postal vote as I was still required to rely on a third party in order to complete my ballot paper.”
While in principle, Blind Citizens Australia supports the future implementation of the iVote system that was used at the NSW state election in 2011, it is important that there is a range of options available to electors to create a system that is more inclusive. The NSW Electoral Commission has advised that, for the 2015 state election, it will be offering the two modes of voting that were available in 2011, as well as a third option which will replicate the telephone-assisted voting service that was adopted for the 2013 federal election. Blind Citizens Australia endorses this approach, as it allows for a vote that is 100% secret, independent and verifiable while still recognising that there may be older Australians, or individuals with learning or cognitive difficulties, that may find it more useful to speak to someone in real time. To this end, Blind Citizens Australia recommends that the following three options be made available for use by people who are blind or vision impaired for the next state election in South Australia:
1.
The option of casting a vote over the telephone using automated key prompts;
2. The option of casting a vote over the telephone by speaking to an Electoral Commission staff member; or
3.
The option of casting a vote securely over the internet, using an interface that is fully screen reader accessible and AAA compliant under the Web Content Accessibility guidelines 2.0.
Additionally, it is important that these options be extended to all people with disabilities and not be isolated to people who are blind or vision impaired. Especially for people who are confined to a wheelchair, it can be a difficult task to find a wheelchair accessible polling centre within close proximity. It has also been shown that, on some occasions, locations that have been advertised as being wheelchair accessible have, in fact presented some difficulties for electors with disabilities. The availability of remote voting would eliminate many of these barriers and make the electoral process more inclusive overall.

The Bigger Picture

History tells us that quite often; making systems accessible for people with disabilities will also have a number of flow-on benefits for the wider community. Blind Citizens Australia feels that the introduction of a new remote voting platform for people with disabilities may pave the way towards a full reform of the electoral system in South Australia. In any case, it is important to consider the benefits that remote voting could offer for electors with and without a disability. For example, the iVote system that is used in NSW is available to anyone with a disability, as well as individuals who live more than 30 kms from a polling place and those who are interstate on Election Day.

In considering the recommendations made throughout this submission, Blind Citizens Australia urges the Select Committee to give careful thought to the full range of benefits that remote voting could offer, including:

•
A system that is more convenient for electors, both with and without a disability;
•
A system that would reduce the overall expenditure for the state government; and
•
A system that encompasses principles of sustainability and is more environmentally friendly.
Conclusion

In closing, the measures put in place for electors who are blind or vision impaired for the 2014 South Australian general election were far from adequate and robbed individuals of privacy, dignity and independence. 
One of our members explained:

“I felt that the SA State election discriminated against me as a blind person.  There was a complete lack of privacy at the polling booth.  Because I live in a regional area, I knew the person who assisted me to complete my ballot. The people who were voting at the same time could hear my voting wishes.  I was not offered a private room to cast my ballot.  I am aware that I could apply for and use a postal vote but again, I would have had to share my voting wishes with another person.  The system offered by the SA Electoral Commission was antiquated and very demeaning.”

To ensure that the rights of electors with a disability are upheld in the future, Blind Citizens Australia urges the Select Committee to work towards implementing the recommendations made throughout this submission in the shortest possible time frame. The South Australian government must give reform of the Electoral Act 1985 the utmost priority moving forward, to enable for the adoption of a system for remote voting that incorporates the following three options:
1. The option of casting a vote over the telephone using automated key prompts.

2. The option of casting a vote over the telephone by speaking to an Electoral Commission staff member

3.
The option of casting a vote securely over the internet, using an interface that is fully screen reader accessible and AAA compliant under the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 2.0.

It is also necessary to ensure that people who are blind or vision impaired are able to exercise their rights as informed voters by providing information about the election process, candidates and party platforms in accessible formats.

We thank the Select Committee for taking the time to review this submission and trust that you will see the benefit of putting measures in place to allow a vote for South Australians who are blind or vision impaired, that is 100% secret, independent and verifiable. We would welcome the opportunity to work more closely with the Select Committee in the future to help realize this goal.
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