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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.
Background

Securing a method of casting a secret, independent and verifiable vote for  people who are blind or vision impaired has remained at the top of Blind Citizens Australia’s policy agenda for several years. The 2013 Federal Election brought us one step closer to this goal, with the introduction of the Blind and Low Vision Telephone-Assisted Voting Service. Our submission will focus on this component of the 2016 election proceedings, as it is of most relevance to the experience of people who are blind or vision impaired.

Telephone Voting For People Who Are Blind Or Vision Impaired.
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.

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 is greatly simplified through the availability of remote voting.

The Blind and Low Vision Telephone-Assisted Voting Service that was introduced in the 2013 Federal election, and again made available for the 2016 Election, allowed electors to be able to cast their vote over the telephone from any location. 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.
Overall, feedback from people who used the telephone voting service provided for people who are blind or vision impaired was positive. People appreciated the chance to lodge their vote in an environment which was familiar and convenient to them, and appreciated the willingness of telephone operators to spend time going through the list of candidates, changing preferences as necessary, and reviewing information.

Infringement Notices For People Who Voted By Telephone.

What was most unexpected and entirely disconcerting however for people who used this method of voting, was that following the election, at the beginning of October, a large number of people who were blind or vision impaired received infringement notices issuing a penalty for failure to vote in the election. All but two cases reported to Blind Citizens Australia were in Queensland, with the remaining two instances occurring in Victoria. Anecdotally, it was reported that the number of people who unjustly received these infringement notices was as high as 400.
BCA reported this matter to the AEC and received a response stating that people who had received the infringement notices should call the AEC to have the matter resolved. It was stated that a processing error had occurred, meaning that the data from Queensland participants who used to telephone voting service had not been incorporated into the national database. The nature of the processing error was not made clear. BCA was however, assured that the votes of people who received the infringement notices were counted. While this was communicated to people affected, understandably, scepticism among these people is high.

There are already concerns among people who are blind or vision impaired that their votes are not secret and verifiable. This incident has only served to exacerbate these concerns. If future accessibility measures for people who are blind or vision impaired are going to be acknowledged and utilised by BCA’s constituency, it is imperative that such an issue be permanently resolved and never occurs again.
Voting is an important part of citizenship which people who are blind or vision impaired wish to partake of equally as passionately as anyone else. The concerns that people who are blind or vision impaired have about secrecy and verification will be monitored even more closely now that this unfortunate incident has occurred. People who participated in the telephone voting system, initially with confidence, have expressed a sense of betrayal now that this grave administrative error has occurred. Concerns that the votes of people who are blind or vision impaired are not taken seriously, and that there is a sense of carelessness within the AEC are understandable reactions. Particularly so, when considering that the telephone voting system, while a great step forward in terms of accessible voting, is not what BCA’s constituency believes is the ultimate solution to these longstanding concerns.

One BCA member suggested that to avoid future occurrences of this issue, perhaps a verification code could be provided after a vote has been cast, in a similar way the initial voter pin number is given via email, SMS or phone. BCA strongly supports this suggestion.

Recommendation: That a user verification code be provided after the vote of a person who is blind or vision impaired has been cast over the phone. This code should be delivered using the existing methods that have been successfully implemented for the delivery of pin numbers to voters.
Electronic Voting.

In 2002, the Australian Electoral Commission published a report entitled Evolution not Revolution; which described various overseas trials of electronic voting in various guises and reported on public reaction to them. One of the recommendations that came out of this report was that:

“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.”

In response to this recommendation, in 2011, The NSW Electoral Commission introduced an electronic voting system called ‘iVote’ for the NSW State Election. 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 just a few 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.”

The introduction of an electronic voting system, even if limited to certain demographic groups, is the preference widely held by people who are blind or vision impaired. The NSW system of electronic voting continues to be greatly appreciated by people who are blind or vision impaired, and to our knowledge, has not experienced any breaches of security, (a commonly expressed reason for not introducing this system in other states and in federal elections).
There are strong reasons to suggest that a greater number of people who are blind or vision impaired, and quite possibly, people with other types of disabilities, would partake of accessibility measures in the electoral process if they could vote from anywhere, via an online system, or using the telephone assisted method with an actual person that currently exists. For those who prefer an online or automated method, the fact that there is only one person, (the voter), involved in the casting of the vote, would greatly increase the feeling among people who are blind or vision impaired that their vote would indeed be secret and verifiable.
BCA recognises that there are people who are blind or vision impaired who are not confident in the use of online or automated technology however, and endorses the continued availability of a telephone assisted voting facility for those who prefer to cast their vote with the help of a third party. The flexibility that automated and assisted phone facilities, and an online portal would provide to people who are blind or vision impaired would very likely lead to an greater uptake of voter participation, with an increased certainty of secrecy and verifiability being assured for those who prefer a more automated approach.
Recommendation: BCA strongly recommends both Federal and State governments to amend legislation to enable the introduction of an electronic voting system, even for specific demographic groups, to occur, while continuing to make telephone assisted voting available. The range of options which this would establish could benefit all people with a disability, and other members of the community. Furthermore, the adoption of such technology and assistive methods of voting could result in decreased financial expenditure for the government, as well as higher participation levels in the voting process.
Conclusion.

While the telephone voting service was again a success in the 2016 Federal election, the fact that many votes were not included in the national database is very disappointing, to say the least. BCA sincerely hopes that these votes were indeed counted as we were advised. This major administrative error has resulted in a loss of faith in the process which is the closest alternative we have to a secret and verifiable vote as people who are blind or vision impaired. BCA appreciates the opportunity to be able to contribute to the inquiry into the conduct of the 2016 Federal election, and looks forward to working with the AEC to work towards a truly secret and verifiable vote for people who are vision impaired, as well as continuing the current assisted phone voting procedure. It is imperative, however, that such administrative errors as the issue discussed in our submission, never occur again, if the faith of people who are blind or vision impaired in an accessible electoral process is to be maintained.
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