HREOC Inquiry – Voting – submission 

1. Introduction

Blind Citizens Australia (BCA) is the national association of blind and vision impaired people in Australians.

BCA  members have varied experiences of voting. There is a strength of feeling among members such that the right to vote is taken very seriously and so there is concern that the right is exercised responsibly and in an informed manner.

Some members report that they have experienced few difficulties voting and obtaining the information required while others have expressed a number of concerns which are expressed in the body of this submission.

2. Election information

BCA’s position is that election information must be available in other than print formats.

In past elections this has occurred in varying degrees with various ad hoc arrangements being made. BCA believes that appropriate arrangements should be developed and apply to all federal, state and council elections.

3. Voting
3.1 Postal voting
Some BCA members have found it convenient to register to automatically be sent ballot papers for postal voting. The exercise of this option generally appears to work well for those who choose it.

BCA believes that the availability of the option of automatic registration for postal voting should be promoted widely via radio and other non-print media.

Some blind and vision-impaired people still feel that needing assistance from another person to complete ballot forms compromises their autonomy. However, this issue similarly arises when attending a polling booth (see below, section 3.2) and its resolution appears possible only by the possible introduction of voting via electronic media (see below, section 3.3).

3.2 Physical attendance at polling booth
Probably the majority of blind and vision-impaired people physically attend at a polling booth. Physical access appears to provide no widespread problem.

Assistance with the completion of ballot papers is provided by either the blind or vision-impaired person’s nominee (spouse, relative, friend) accompanying them or an electoral officer in attendance. While few complaints are received concerning assistance from an electoral officer or the allowing of assistance in the booth by a nominee, these do arise occasionally. BCA believes the target level of such complaints should be zero and that supervisors at each booth should receive some disability awareness training, and clear instructions regarding the rules for such assistance.

There remains, as indicated above, an issue of privacy. This is of considerable concern in small communities where electoral office staff and voters know each other.

An important issue on which immediate action can and should be taken relates to the colour of ballot papers, the size of print, and light levels inside polling places.

One member has written: “ … in the last election I found I could not tell the colours of the voting slips apart. So when I had made my vote … and was asked to put colour A into box A and colour B into box B I had to solicit assistance from an electoral official.”

“Possible solutions: Ensure sufficient contrast/difference between the various voting forms OR do not limit their description for placement into the appropriate box to colour alone.”

3.3 Electronic voting
BCA supports the eventual introduction of voting by electronic means, provided of course that the technology used is accessible.

The introduction of electronic voting would promise enormous benefits for the organising of elections and for the counting of votes. More importantly  electronic voting through accessible terminals based on accessibly software should enhance the opportunity for people who are blind or vision impaired to cast a secret vote, as is the right for all Australians.  

