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The Secretary, 
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PO Box 6021, 

Parliament House, Canberra ACT 2600.
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Inquiry into the conduct of the 2013 federal election
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Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters- Federal
Response Submitted by:
Bruce Maguire, Policy and Public Affairs Advisor


Recommendations

Vision Australia asks that the JSCEM recommend:

1. That the AEC, particularly the Commissioner and staff involved in delivering the call centre voting option, be commended for their ongoing effort to provide more accessible solutions for people who are blind or have low vision.

2. That the AEC be directed to develop, without delay, automated telephone and web-based voting options, in line with the Electoral Council of Australia (ECA) telephone voting standard and along the lines of the NSW iVote system, for implementation in the next Federal election.

3. That when accessible voting options such as automated telephone and web-based options are developed and implemented, they are available for use for the full period allowed for voting including the pre-polling period, including on Election Day.

4. That the telephone-assisted (call centre) voting option available during the 2013 Federal election be continued, but only as a component of automated telephone and web-based (iVote) voting options. 

5. That political parties and independent candidates be required to ensure that party platform information, candidate information and “how to vote card” information is made available in a range of accessible formats to people who are blind or have low vision, and that the AEC monitor compliance with this requirement.

6. That accessible voting options are made available at the next election to people who are blind or have low vision, and that in order to provide maximum benefit and achieve economies of scale, these options are also made available to the broadest category of voters, including:
· incapacitated or illiterate electors who could not vote without assistance

· voters with a disability (within the meaning of the Disability Discrimination Act 1992)

· rural voters (who live more than 20 kilometres from a polling place)

· electors outside Australia on election day 

· partners and spouses of people who are blind or have low vision.
About Vision Australia

Vision Australia is the largest provider of services to people who are blind, have low vision, are deafblind or have a print disability in Australia. It has been formed over the past ten years through the merger of several of Australia’s oldest, most respected and experienced blindness and low vision agencies. These include Royal Blind Society (NSW), the Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind, Vision Australia Foundation, Royal Blind Foundation of Queensland, and Seeing Eye Dogs Australia.

Our vision is that people who are blind or have low vision will increasingly be able to choose to participate fully in every facet of community life. To help realise this goal, we provide high-quality services to the community of people who are blind, have low vision, are deafblind or have a print disability, and their families. The service delivery areas include:

· early childhood 

· orientation and mobility 

· employment 

· accessible information 

· recreation 

· independent living 

· advocacy, and 

· working collaboratively with Government, business and the community to eliminate the barriers our clients face in making life choices and fully exercising rights as Australian citizens. 

The knowledge and experience we have gained through interaction with clients and their families, and also by the involvement of people who are blind or have low vision at all levels of the Organisation, means that Vision Australia is well placed to provide advice to governments, business and the community on the challenges faced by people who are blind or have low vision fully participating in community life or in exercising their rights, such as voting, as citizens of Australia. 

We have a vibrant Client Consultative Framework, with people who are blind or have low vision representing the voice and needs of clients of the Organisation to the Board and Management through Local Client Groups, Regional Client Committees and a peak internal Client Representative Council. The involvement of people who are blind or have low vision and who are users of Vision Australia’s services representing the views of clients is enshrined in Vision Australia’s Constitution.

Vision Australia is also a significant employer of people who are blind or have low vision. Of 684.7 full time equivalent staff; 19.6% are blind or have low vision. 

Vision Australia also has a formal liaison arrangement with Blind Citizens Australia (BCA) through a Memorandum of Understanding for a number of purposes, including collaboration, so that Vision Australia’s systemic advocacy and public policy positions are, wherever practicable, consistent with the programs and policies of Australia's peak body representing people who are blind or have low vision.
Given that Vision Australia is a national disability services organisation, that we provide services at a local level through 56 service centres and outreach clinics, and given that each year we work with over 33,000 people who are blind or have low vision, including people who are deafblind, we understand the impact of blindness on individuals and their families. In particular, we are well placed to represent the views of our clients as they relate to participation in the electoral process.
We strongly believe that people who are blind or have low vision have a fundamental constitutional and human right to cast a secret and independent vote. We submit the following comments to the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters (JSCEM) in the hope that they will lead to a realisation of this right in future elections.
In the following pages we provide further information and details in relation to these matters, in the context of the 2013 Federal election.

 Background: Accessible Voting for people who are blind or have low vision

Our comments regarding the conduct of the 2013 Federal Election deal with several aspects that are of particular relevance to voters who are blind or have low vision.  Although voters who are blind or have low vision are general members of the community and therefore have an interest in all aspects of elections and electoral campaigns, the nature of blindness and vision impairment means that there are consequences for particular aspects of the process, including the casting of a vote and in accessing information in order to cast a vote.

JSCEM will recall that, as an outcome of the JSCEM review of the 2007 Federal election and the trial of electronically assisted voting for people who are blind, a recommendation was made to Government that the system used for the 2007 election be discontinued. While Vision Australia did not agree with, and were very disappointed by, the recommendation, we did understand the basis on which the recommendation was made.
Following the 2007 election, Vision Australia and other organisations in the blindness and low vision sector continued to work collaboratively with the Australian Electoral Commission (AEC). For the 2010 Federal election, JSCEM will be aware that people who are blind or have low vision were able to cast a vote through the assistance of a contact centre operator. Vision Australia regarded this as a limited, suboptimal outcome, and elaborated our views in the Submission we made to JSCEM in February 2011.
After the 2010 Federal election, the AEC continued its dialogue with Vision Australia and other organisations in the blindness and low vision sector, and proposed a modification to the system used in 2010, such that voters who registered to participate would be able to dial into the call centre using their home phones, rather than having to attend a designated polling place. While we regarded this as a positive development, we nevertheless conveyed our strong view that the call centre model, regardless of the manner in which it is implemented, does not by itself provide people who are blind or have low vision with the same amenity and convenience as the rest of the community, nor does it represent a secret and independent vote.

Promotion of the Telephone-Assisted Voting Option

As we have done in previous elections, Vision Australia undertook several activities to promote the availability of the telephone-assisted voting option. These activities, which were organised in close collaboration with the AEC, included the following:
· During the five-week period prior to Election Day, 25,000 clients of Vision Australia were contacted directly by phone, and made aware of the AEC’s telephone-assisted voting option. 

· Regular features, including interviews with key AEC staff, were presented on Radio for the Print Handicapped and Vision Australia Radio in the lead-up to the election.

· Updates were posted regularly on the Vision Australia website and Facebook page providing the latest news about the election, including the telephone-assisted voting option.

· Information was included in our periodic newsletter, “Your VA Roundup” and “monthly Bulletin”.
· Information about the telephone-assisted voting option was distributed to key disability organisations throughout Australia.

Outcome

We understand that 2,834 people who are blind or have low vision cast their vote using the telephone-assisted voting option. This figure exceeds the 2000 votes that the AEC had determined as being a benchmark for success of the option, but it falls far short of the number of voters who could have used it.

From discussion with clients, there are a number of reasons for people choosing not to use the telephone-assisted voting option: 
· It was anonymous, but not truly secret. People felt uncomfortable about verbalising their voting intentions to another person, and expressed the view that no-one else in the community would regard it as acceptable to be required to do this. Some clients in residential facilities and other places with limited privacy also expressed concern that their conversation with the call centre staff would be overheard and their voting intentions revealed.

· Some clients were concerned that their wish to vote “below the line” would require them to spend a significant amount of time on the phone having their choices repeated and reviewed by the call centre operator. With so many candidates standing for the Senate election, it was impossible to keep them all in one’s memory while determining preferences. One client took 3 hours to cast their vote in the 2010 election, using essentially the same method of voting as the call centre option in the 2013 election. Moreover, some clients felt uncomfortable about “inconveniencing” call centre staff by asking them to repeat the candidate list and their cumulative choices numerous times during the voting process. They felt (or would feel) pressured to vote quickly, and in as simple a way as possible (“above the line”). There was no suggestion that call centre staff applied over pressure, but the pressure resulted from the fact of having to interact with and rely on another person.

· Some clients strongly objected to the lack of independence implied in using the call centre: while it was certainly more convenient to use it from home rather than having to attend a designated polling place, it still required a third party to record one’s vote. Clients who had voted using the iVote system in the NSW 2011 election were especially aware of the lack of independence involved in using the call centre option.

· Some clients noted that they had no way of verifying that their voting intentions had been notated accurately and lodged correctly. While they did not necessarily mistrust the call centre operator, they were nevertheless aware that any human-mediated process introduces the possibility of errors, and such errors are more likely to occur when the process becomes complex, such as when a voter is voting “below the line”.
For these reasons, some clients chose to use a postal vote, while others attended a polling centre and sought assistance from the staff there or from family and friends. It is also highly likely that some people did not vote at all because they felt that none of the available options upheld their constitutional right to a secret, independent and verifiable vote, at a time when technology has been demonstrated to provide methods that do.
We think it is likely that people who chose not to use the call centre option in the 2013 election will again choose not to use it in future elections, especially if they have had the opportunity to use iVote or a similar system that provides independence and secrecy during the voting process. 
Vision Australia is strongly of the view that the iVote system, as used in NSW, is the current benchmark for accessible voting, and that it should be introduced without further delay in Federal elections.

The iVote System

After considerable research and discussion with the disability sector, the NSW Electoral Commission developed a combination of accessible voting options that it called iVote, and this system was trialled in the NSW 2011 election.
iVote provided two options for voters:

· An automated telephone voting option that used pre-recorded voice prompts and allowed the voter to use the keypad on their telephone to make selections and express their voting intentions. This option is similar in concept to the automated telephone banking facilities that are widely used in the banking sector.
· An Internet-based option that allowed voters to vote using an internet-enabled computer via a secure website. The internet-enabled option was able to be operated independently and used by voters at their discretion including at their home using their preferred screen reading or enlargement  software. The web form was designed to meet the Australian Government’s web accessibility standards (which are the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 2.0 developed by the World Wide Web Consortium), which meant that people who are blind or have low vision could vote using screen-reading software or screen enlargement software.
Security for both the telephone- and internet-based options was provided by a two-stage registration process, wherein the voter chose their own six-digit PIN, which was combined with a numeric code provided by the NSW Electoral Commission. Using their PIN, a voter could save their partially-completed ballot and resume at a later time, and once completed and submitted, a receipt number was issued that could be used to check to make sure that the vote had been counted.

The response to iVote from users was overwhelmingly positive. In its presentation on iVote to the NSW Parliament (20 November 2013), the NSW Electoral Commission reported that there had been a 94% satisfaction rate with iVote, with the main suggestion for improvement being to make iVote available to other categories of voters.
It is important to note that from the outset, iVote was made available to several categories of voters in addition to people who are blind or have low vision:

· incapacitated or illiterate electors who could not vote without assistance
· voters with a disability (within the meaning of the Disability Discrimination Act 1992)
· rural voters (who lived more than 20 kilometres from a polling place)
· electors who would be outside NSW on election day. 

The largest group of iVote users comprised those electors voting outside NSW on election day (over 43,000 users).
The other three categories (including people who are blind or who have low vision) combined accounted for 3,600 users of iVote. 

The extension of eligibility for iVote meant that the average cost was reduced, and the higher than expected uptake by electors outside NSW on election day meant that this cost ($74) was much less than pre-election estimates. 

In its Final report on iVote (July 2011), the Allen Consulting Group concluded:
“…it is estimated that the use of iVote is not only cost effective when compared to other mechanisms that allow blind or vision-impaired voters or voters with a disability to vote, but, if future take-up levels are high enough, it may be comparable (or possibly cheaper) than traditional voting methods. It is noted that increases in the number of votes cast using the iVote system will mean that other voting alternatives are not being used. This has an important ramification for costs, as the actual cost of using iVote will be offset by a reduction of costs associated with reduced usage of more expensive alternatives. As such, the use of iVote may reduce other election costs and add to its cost effectiveness.” 

Response to iVote by People who are Blind or have Low Vision

After the 2011 NSW state election, Vision Australia contacted, or were contacted by, clients to find out about their experience using iVote. As with the other categories of iVote users, the feedback from Vision Australia clients was overwhelmingly positive. The following comments are typical:
“I was very pleased to have the opportunity to vote independently and in secret at the NSW State election.”
“I used the telephone system, as with the large ballot papers for the upper house it was much quicker and easier for me than the internet.”
“I view the system as the best one I have ever used. It provided me with complete independence and I did not have the discomfort of having human intervention in the process. I was able to vote from the convenience of my office, completely in private, and take as long as I wanted to - the benefit of saving and coming back to the vote was very much appreciated. I look forward to this system being in place again at the next State election and encourage other organisations to use the system.”
“I found using the telephone keypad to be a very easy way to record my votes for the lower and upper houses of the NSW Parliament when voting in the 2011 State election. As a blind person I found the phone keypad to be much easier to use than is a computer. Please retain the phone option.”

Discussion

Vision Australia strongly recommends that the AEC implement a system that incorporates the functionalities of iVote, and that at least the internet-based component be made available beyond the community of people who are blind or have low vision. One limitation of the iVote implementation in the NSW 2011 election was that the internet ballot paper was required to have the same “look and feel” as the hardcopy printed ballot paper. This made the webpage more complex, and meant that it could not be fully optimised for the assistive technologies that people who are blind or have low vision use to interact with computers and the internet. An internet-based voting option for future Federal elections should therefore use a ballot paper that is equivalent to the hardcopy paper version but which is optimised for presentation on computer monitors.
Some iVote users chose to use the automated telephone option because the internet option was too complex; but for many of our clients, the automated telephone option was the only one that they could reasonably use. Only about 37% of our clients use the internet, and it is therefore important that accessible voting options include an automated telephone option as well as an internet-based option.

It is also important that accessible voting options are available on polling day, and not just during the pre-polling period. While some people will choose to cast a pre-poll vote, others want to participate at the same time as the rest of the community.
Some clients also reported that they took their children to the polling centre on the 2013 election day so that the family as a whole could discuss the election process and how it was conducted, and also so that their children could learn that having a disability does not preclude community participation. People who are blind or have low vision are part of the general community and must have the option to engage with the rest of the community in shared activities. It is therefore important that some voting options are made available at polling places on election day even if accessible options are provided that allow people to cast pre-poll votes and to vote from home. Equally, we feel that partners and spouses of voters who are blind or have low vision should be able to take up an accessible voting option so that family cohesion and activity is maintained.
Since 2011, the internet and call centre option has been made in NSW by-elections, but not the automated telephone option. While we would like to see the automated telephone option offered for all elections, we understand that the economics of deploying such systems may limit what can be provided for small by-elections. We do not believe that the same considerations apply to full state and Federal elections. We are encouraged that the NSW Electoral Commission has committed to deploying the full iVote system for the 2015 NSW election. We believe there is recognition that while the automated telephone option was taken up in New South Wales, the internet option has significantly contributed to the success, cost efficiency and expansion of the system.
We are concerned that the maximum three-year planning window between Federal elections makes it more difficult to develop and implement new solutions in a timely manner, and even small delays can have a significant impact. Six months, or 15% of the available planning time before the 2016 election, has already passed. We therefore believe that JSCEM should recommend to Government that the AEC be tasked with developing automated telephone and internet-based accessible voting options without delay.

There was some positive response to the call centre options offered in the 2013 Federal election. It is significant, however, that less than 10% of the clients with whom we had direct contact prior to the election and who were made aware of the availability of the call centre option chose to use it to cast their vote. We do not believe that the call centre option should be offered in future Federal elections as the only accessible voting option; rather, it should be offered as one component of an iVote system that also includes automated telephone and internet-based options.
Electronic Voting in the ACT

The ACT has incorporated electronic voting into its election procedures as an option for all voters, including people who are blind or have low vision. Voting is done using special direct recording and enumeration (DRE) kiosks located in selected pre-polling centres. These kiosks have various audio and visual features that make them accessible to people who are blind or have low vision.
There is a high level of satisfaction with the ACT system. The dedicated kiosks, located in pre-polling centres, work well for people who are blind or have low vision, given the ACT’s relatively small geographical area and the small numbers of people involved. We do not believe that the system would be readily transferable to or economically viable for full state and Federal elections because of the large number of kiosks (up to 8,000 for a Federal election) that would be required to ensure that everyone in Australia had convenient access to them. In view of the success of the NSW iVote system, we believe that this combination represents a much more sustainable solution. In particular, we prefer the iVote system, with its combination of automated telephone and internet voting options, which allow people to vote from their own home or place of choice, using mainstream and assistive technologies with which they are most familiar.
There have been suggestions that the use of dedicated kiosks means that voting is more secure, since the votes can be recorded and transported on compact discs or other removable storage media rather than being transmitted over the internet. But given the very substantial volume of banking and other sensitive transactions that are now routinely handled effectively and securely over the internet, it is reasonable to assume that adequate security could be provided for limited voting via the internet at Federal and state elections. 
Access to Election-Related Information

Prior to the 2013 Federal election, Vision Australia was contracted by the AEC to distribute material in accessible formats, including the AEC’s Guide to the Election, lists of candidates, and other material relating to the voting options at the election. The result was that over 20,000 DVDs were distributed, as well as material in a range of accessible formats including braille, large print, E-text and audio. We believe that the community of people who are blind or have low vision was well-informed about the areas of the election for which the AEC has direct responsibility, and we commend the AEC for its commitment to ensuring that information was widely available in a range of formats.

However, and reiterating similar comments that we have made in previous submissions, we continue to have concerns that there is little access for people who are blind or have low vision to local candidate information, party platform positions, and how to vote cards. In contrast to the AEC, political parties and independent candidates are still falling well short of being inclusive of people who are blind or have low vision in the way they distribute information. The below quote is from a Vision Australia client:

“I decided to vote above the line, but wanted to know who the party I was voting for would be distributing their preferences too. I was unable to access this information because the "ticket" and "how to vote" card were presented online as an image-only PDF file that represented a completed ballot paper. This was completely inaccessible to me and I was not able to find an alternative presentation.”

We have raised this issue on numerous occasions with the AEC and state and territory Electoral Commissions, and the response has always been that the Commissions have no mandate to provide this information, and that it is the responsibility of parties and candidates. 
Vision Australia strongly believes that people who are blind should be afforded equal access to all material including general electoral information for which the AEC does have responsibility, as well as party - and candidate -
specific information the provision of which is the direct responsibility of parties and candidates. Experience in election after election, shows it is not enough to leave such matters to the goodwill of parties and candidates. We believe that if a bipartisan approach were agreed by the JSCEM, a recommendation could be put to Government that would address the problem.
Conclusion

Once again, we appreciate the opportunity to submit comments to the JSCEM on issues that are of relevance to our clients and the community of Australians who are blind or have low vision. Being able to participate fully, independently and with dignity in all aspects of the electoral process is a necessary step towards the realisation of the human and constitutional rights of people who are blind or have low vision. It has been demonstrated by the iVote model that technology now exists for this participation to be achieved in a cost-effective and efficient way, and we hope that the JSCEM will act now to bring this technology into the Federal election sphere.

We would be happy to expand on any of the comments we have made in this submission, or to respond to any questions members of JSCEM have about the issues we have raised.
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