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[bookmark: _Toc222243487]Executive Summary 
The right to cast an independent, secret, and verifiable vote is fundamental to democracy, and people with disability, including those who are blind or vision impaired must not be denied this due to inaccessible voting systems. 
Despite some progress in accessible voting, systemic barriers persist and undermine independence, confidence, and equal participation. Accessibility must extend beyond consideration of polling places to the use of remote voting options that provide access to people no matter where they live, as well as timely provision of accessible information throughout the electoral process. 
All voting centres should meet consistent accessibility standards, with clear signage, unobstructed pathways, sufficient lighting and dedicated accessible facilities. Staff must be trained to support voters respectfully while preserving independence and privacy. All voting information, instructions and forms, including postal ballot papers, should be made available in accessible formats including large print and braille to enable independent completion.
Too often voters with a disability have been required to rely on others to complete their ballot, compromising privacy and forcing voters to trust that their vote has been recorded accurately and in accordance with their wishes. Blind Citizens Australia calls on all levels of government, political parties, and candidates, both in Victoria and throughout Australia, to commit to genuinely accessible voting systems that guarantee secrecy, independence, and verifiability, fulfilling Australia’s obligations under the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.






[bookmark: _Toc222243488]1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc59048283][bookmark: _Toc222243489][bookmark: _Toc43900325]1.1 About Blind Citizens Australia
[bookmark: _Toc59048284]Blind Citizens Australia (BCA) is the peak national representative organisation for Australians who are blind or vision impaired. For over 50 years, BCA has empowered people to lead full, active lives and participate meaningfully in society.
BCA provides expert, individual and systemic advocacy, advice, and peer support for people who are blind or vision impaired, removing barriers and promoting equal access. As a disability-led organisation, our work is directly informed by lived experience: most staff and volunteers are blind or vision impaired, and all directors are members of BCA. We provide culturally safe, intersectional advocacy that recognises people’s unique needs and identities, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, culturally and linguistically diverse communities, and people experiencing multiple disabilities or complex health conditions.
With nine branches nationwide, BCA delivers regional and interest-based programs, virtual and in-person events, and coordinated activities. Centralising expertise in BCA ensures Australians who are blind or vision impaired receive effective and tailored support and strengthens systemic impact and efficiency for government.
[bookmark: _Toc59048286][bookmark: _Toc222243490]1.2 Submission context
BCA welcomes the opportunity to provide input to the Parliament of Victoria’s Inquiry into voting centre accessibility. BCA advocates for the full inclusion of people with disability including people who are blind or vision impaired in all aspects of civic and community life, including the fundamental right to vote independently, secretly, and with dignity.
Over 500,000 people living in Australia are blind or vision impaired, with more than 70 per cent aged over 65.[footnoteRef:1] The extent to which people who are blind or vision impaired can actively and independently participate in community life relies on public facilities, services and systems being designed in a way that is inclusive. [1:  A snapshot of blindness and low vision services in Australia - Vision 2020 Australia] 

BCA’s submission is based on extensive consultations with our 3000+ members, other people who are blind or vision impaired, and our ongoing collaboration and representation with key stakeholders across industry, government and the disability and community services sector. 
BCA’s submission is underpinned by the following: 
· Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth) (DDA/the Act).
· Australian Human Rights Commission Act 1986 (Cth).
· Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021–2031.
· Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
· International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR)
· United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD).
· Recommendations from the Disability Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability (The Royal Commission).

For clarity within the submission BCA interprets terms as follows:
Technology assisted voting (TAV) refers to voting methods where technology is used to assist the voting process. Often accessed remotely, TAV can include telephone voting and internet-based voting systems where technology plays a central role in casting and recording the vote. TAV can enable independent and secret voting for people who are blind or have low vision and allows voters to use their own assistive technology (screen readers, Braille displays).
Electronically assisted voting (EAV) occurs inside a polling place, where technology assists the voter to complete a ballot that is usually printed or otherwise counted as a paper vote. Uses dedicated equipment such as audio-enabled voting terminals, and touchscreens with headphones. On-site only (requires attendance at a voting centre) and often requires staff assistance to set up or operate. 
[bookmark: _Toc222243491]1.3 A right to democratic participation 
Australia is a signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), which obliges governments to ensure people with disability can participate fully and effectively in political and public life, including the right to vote independently and by secret ballot.
Australia’s obligations under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) includes Article 25(b) – ensuring the right to vote by secret ballot without distinction or unreasonable restrictions. Article 29 of the CRPD requires governments to ensure that voting procedures, facilities and materials are “appropriate, accessible and easy to understand and use” and to facilitate “the use of assistive and new technologies where appropriate”. 
[bookmark: _Toc222243492]2. Response to the Consultation Questions
[bookmark: _Toc222243493]2.2 What criteria should be used when choosing voting centres so that they’re accessible to people with disability?
Alongside provision of accessible remote options, accessible in-person voting centres remain essential and must not be treated as optional or secondary.
BCA recommends that voting centres be selected using clear, enforceable accessibility criteria, informed by disability standards and lived experience.
Key criteria should include:
a. Physical access and wayfinding
· Step-free access from the street, car parks, and public transport.
· Tactile ground surface indicators where appropriate.
· Logical, predictable placement of entrances, exits, and voting desks.
· Accessible toilets and designated areas for toileting of dog guides.
· Clear path of travel to the entrance, devoid of obstacles including party campaigners. 
Clear signage and environmental cues are essential for people who are blind or vision impaired to locate entrances, registration points and voting booths independently.
b. Proximity to transport and community infrastructure.
· Close to accessible public transport stops.
· Availability of accessible parking and safe pedestrian access.
· Familiar community locations where possible, to reduce anxiety and disorientation.
c. Internal environment
· Adequate and consistent lighting without glare.
· Clear, obstacle-free internal layouts.
· Minimal background noise to support orientation and communication.
· Sufficient space to allow guided assistance and use of mobility aids.
· Clear, high contrast, large print signage. 
d. Capacity to support accessible voting methods
· Space and infrastructure to support technology/electronic assisted voting supports and assistive technologies.
· Ability to provide voting materials in alternative formats on site where required. Accessible formats including large print hard copy, braille, digital/electronic or audio. 
· Ability to provide devices and tools to assist people complete paper ballots independently such as magnifiers, and audio and tactile voting devices[footnoteRef:2].  [2:  A clear or plastic overlay with raised lettering, tactile elements, braille and cut-outs that align with the voting boxes on the ballot paper. There are mixed views on utility of tactile voting devices. ] 

e. Consistency and predictability
· Wherever possible, maintain the same accessible venues between elections to support voter confidence and independence.
BCA strongly emphasises that accessibility must be a threshold requirement, not a secondary consideration, when selecting voting centres.
Accessibility requirements should be explicitly embedded into:
· Electoral legislation;
· Procurement contracts for voting systems and materials; and
· Service agreements with third-party providers.
Without enforceable standards and compliance checks, accessibility remains inconsistent and dependent on goodwill rather than obligation.
[bookmark: _Toc222243494]2.3 What help should staff at voting centres offer to people with disability?
Staff play a critical role in ensuring voting centres are accessible in practice, not just in theory.
Staff should be trained and supported to:
a. Provide respectful, voter-directed assistance
· Ask voters what assistance they require, rather than making assumptions.
· Follow the voter’s instructions when offering physical guidance.
· Respect the voter’s right to privacy, independence, and dignity.
b. Explain voting options clearly
· Clearly explain available accessible voting options, including assisted voting and alternative formats.
· Ensure voters understand they are entitled to assistance if required.
c. Support independent voting
· Assist voters to access electronic or technology assisted voting systems or other accessible methods where available.
· Ensure assistance does not compromise vote secrecy or integrity.
d. Communicate effectively
· Speak directly to the voter, not to companions or support persons.
· Use clear, plain language and confirm understanding where needed.
e. Understand legal rights and obligations
· Be aware of disability discrimination obligations.
· Understand that assistance is a right, not a favour.
BCA recommends mandatory disability awareness and accessibility training for all voting centre staff, developed in consultation with people with disability and disability representative organisations.
[bookmark: _Toc222243495]2.4 If you have a disability (or help someone who does), have you had good or bad experiences at voting centres in previous Victorian elections? What was done well and what could have been better?
 
Positive experiences that increase voter confidence and participation include:
· Staff who are confident, calm, and respectful in offering assistance.
· Well-lit, uncluttered spaces with clear layouts.
· Availability of electronic / technology assisted voting options, allowing secret and independent voting.
· Consistent voting locations across elections.
Ongoing challenges and negative experiences include:
· Voting centres located in inaccessible buildings or poorly lit temporary venues.
· Staff lacking understanding of how to guide or communicate with blind or vision impaired voters.
· Reliance on informal assistance that compromises privacy and independence.
· Voters being unaware of accessible options until arriving at the voting centre.
· Feeling rushed, disempowered, or dependent on others.
· Electronic voting options that don’t work, aren’t accessible or require technical support. 
[bookmark: _Toc222243496]2.5 Any other matters related to the terms of reference.
[bookmark: _Toc222243497]2.5.1 Technology assisted voting 
To ensure compliance with human rights obligations and contemporary accessibility standards, Victoria should consider a voting framework that ensures people with disability, including those who are blind or vision impaired can vote independently, secretly and with dignity, and ensure provision of remote options that negate the need to attend a voting centre. 
Voters who are blind or vision impaired in Victoria typically rely on telephone and postal voting options, as well as support at polling places to participate. 
BCA understands that while the current VEC telephone assisted voting option offers a valuable remote and accessible option to eligible voters, given the need for staff involvement in the voting process, it does not provide a fully independent, self-navigated and verifiable system. 
TAV systems such as iVote (trialled in NSW: 2011 - 2021) allowed voters the convenience of voting from their own home on a device of their choosing, check their ballot after completing the process until the close of polling, and confirm their ballot was recorded in the total votes cast. 
The iVote system is currently the only system in Australia known to BCA that offers a 100% secret, independent and verifiable voting process with voters given the option of choosing to use either telephone (with an automated key prompt system) or online voting.
While BCA acknowledges that the implementation of iVote in NSW had significant challenges – with the NSW Electoral Commission ultimately deciding to suspend its use at the 2023 NSW State Election – we believe it has demonstrated the capability and promise of TAV to allow voters who are blind or vision impaired to cast a genuinely secret, verifiable and independent ballot. 
BCA urges the Victorian Government and VEC to prioritise investing in a method of TAV that allows voters who are blind or vision impaired to cast a genuinely secret, verifiable and independent ballot. We encourage the VEC to think creatively about ways this could be achieved: it could be in the form of a reworked, updated and improved version of iVote; or part of a new specifically designed TAV voting system; or utilising and adapting another existing system.
BCA acknowledges that concerns about online voting often focus on cyber security, data breaches and interference however we argue that these risks are not unique to elections and are effectively mitigated in other sectors that manage sensitive information including the census, banking and health care. Online voting does not need to replace all voting methods and can be restricted to eligible and verified participants such as people with disability.  
Should the VEC progress with adopting TAV, it is critical that the option be extended to all electoral processes including both state and local government elections. Furthermore, that throughout any design and implementation process of TAV the VEC provides opportunities for genuine engagement with people who are blind or vision impaired – and other people with disability – to ensure the system is truly accessible and fit for purpose. 
[bookmark: _Toc222243498]2.5.2 Electronic assisted voting 
BCA understands that Victoria previously piloted the use of accessible electronic voting kiosks. Voting kiosks can offer a range of accessibility features including both audio and visual output (with headphones provided for voters who need to make use of audio instructions) and large button controllers for voters who are unable to use touchscreens; as well as built in printers and scanners to allow voters to print out, check and scan in their ballot once they are satisfied with their selection. Some allow voters to make their voting choices ahead of time on a device of their choosing, then use QR code readers to transfer those voting preferences to an official ballot. BCA members report that while these offer a useful option, unless they are uniformly deployed, fully accessible and sufficiently supported with staff equipped to operate them at all times the use of electronic voting remains a limited option to overcome accessibility issues. 
[bookmark: _Toc222243499]2.5.3 Access to information
For people who are blind or vision impaired to fully engage with the election all information and communication across the entire voting process must be available in accessible formats (large print, digital, braille, audio) and provided in a timely manner – ahead of voting deadlines.
Without access to information, voters who are blind or vision impaired cannot make informed choices, undermining the principle of equal participation in democratic processes. Delayed or inaccessible information on candidates or how to vote creates inequity and restricts the ability of blind and vision-impaired voters to independently assess candidates and policies.
BCA recommends:
· All information provided via official websites should meet the latest version of the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines. 
· All voting-related information should be provided in formats that are accessible to people who are blind or vision impaired, including screen-reader compatible digital formats, accessible word documents, HTML, large print, audio and braille on request.
· All candidates and political parties should be required to provide core election materials such as candidate statements, how-to-vote information, and policy summaries in accessible formats that are published concurrently with standard print materials and made available online.
· All information related to postal voting including eligibility, application processes, ballot instructions, ballot papers and deadlines be accessible and easy to navigate using assistive technology. Alternative accessible formats for postal voting materials (large print, braille) should be offered to enable independent completion.
[bookmark: _Toc222243500]3. Recommendations
BCA recommends that the Victorian Government and the Victorian Electoral Commission:
1. Develop and implement a truly secret, independent, verifiable voting platform that allows for a multifaceted approach to voting. The platform should: 
(i) provide multiple options for voters who are blind or vision impaired to vote independently, secretly and verifiably.
(ii) accommodate different accessibility requirements at the same time as ensuring security and performance. 
(iii) involve the blind and vision impaired community, and the broader disability community, in its development and implementation to ensure it is fit for purpose. 
2. Provide a mix of accessible voting options including remote and in-person voting options that meet the access needs and preferences of people who are blind or vision impaired.
3. Ensure all information and communication across the entire voting process is available in accessible formats (screen-reader compatible digital formats, accessible word documents, HTML, large print, audio and braille) and provided in a timely manner to people who are blind or vision impaired. 
4. Improve public communication about accessible voting options (including in-person voting, telephone voting, postal voting, early voting, and mobile polling) is clearly explained in plain language, available in accessible digital formats and actively promoted to voters with disability in a timely manner.
5. Ensure all information related to postal voting including eligibility, application processes, ballot instructions, ballot papers and deadlines are accessible, easy to navigate using assistive technology and available in alternative formats (large print, braille) to enable independent completion of postal ballots.
6. Adopt mandatory accessibility criteria for the selection of all voting centres.
7. Deliver comprehensive disability awareness and accessibility training for all voting centre staff.
8. Continue to consult with BCA and people with lived experience in the design, evaluation, and continuous improvement of voting accessibility.
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