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Policy summary

This policy is about the accessibility of voting and other Australian electoral processes for people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision. The right to cast a secret and independent vote in general elections and referenda is guaranteed by the Australian Constitution and also asserted by various UN instruments. However, people who are blind or have low vision have until recently not been able to exercise this right. Governments throughout Australia must take all necessary measures to ensure that technologies such as the internet and electronically assisted voting are employed to allow people who are blind or have low vision to participate fully and independently in the election process without further delay.
If you would like this policy in an alternative format or wish to discuss it with Vision Australia’s Policy and Advocacy team, please contact us:

Vision Australia

Policy & Advocacy Department

Tel:

1300 84 74 66 (within Australia)

(+61 2) 9334 3333 (outside Australia)

Email:

advocacy@visionaustralia.org
Website:
www.visionaustralia.org
Purpose

The purpose of this policy statement is:

1. To clearly articulate Vision Australia’s view on the rights of our clients to participate fully in the democratic process of voting in Australian Government elections and referendums;

2. To set out Vision Australia’s public position on the most appropriate methods and strategies for ensuring that our clients are afforded equitable access to democratic processes; and;

3. To set out what Vision Australia will do to ensure that this policy is considered by governments, parliaments and other public bodies that have responsibilities for reviewing legislation and conducting elections and referendums across all Australian jurisdictions.
Policy Context

Despite the Constitutional right and judicial obligation for all eligible Australian citizens to discharge their democratic power via the federal, state and local ballot, people who are blind, deafblind, or who have low vision, have, until very recently, been unable to cast a secret, independent vote. For example, the modus operandi under the Commonwealth Electoral Act 1918 and the Referendum (Machinery Provision) Act 1984, prescribes a physical form of an official ballot paper, the official method of casting a valid vote, and the legitimate means of tallying votes, that for the most part have been inaccessible to Australian citizens who are blind or have low vision.

The development of digital technologies has made it possible for people who are blind or have low vision to cast a vote using electronic methods (Electronically Assisted Voting, online voting), and various trials have taken place at a number of elections throughout Australia over the past few years, beginning with the ACT election in 2001 and including the Federal election in 2007. Technology also exists that would allow people who are blind or have low vision to use their home telephone to cast a vote by interacting with an automated telephone system.
Policy Details

1. Eligible Australian citizens who are blind, deafblind, or have low vision, have both a constitutional and human right to cast a secret and independent vote in a manner comparable to their sighted peers, in all Australian Government elections and referenda. This right is guaranteed in the Australian Constitution, and asserted in a number of UN instruments, including the Universal Declaration on Human Rights, and specifically in Article 29 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.
2. Australian Governments and parliaments therefore have an obligation to enact necessary legislation and provide sufficient resources to facilitate the development and continuation of equitable voting practices in Australian elections and referenda.
3. There are several complementary methods and technologies that governments can introduce to ensure that our clients are able to cast an independent, secret ballot. These include:
A. Electronically Assisted Voting, which is based on terminals that provide output in enlarged on-screen text, synthetic speech, and refreshable braille and that allow a vote to be cast and preferences assigned.
B. Telephonically Assisted Voting, in which voters can use their home telephone to interact with an automated system that records votes and preferences by means of menu selections.
C. Online Voting, in which votes are cast using an accessible website.

4. These methods all provide the means for our clients to have independent, private access to the voting process consistent with constitutional and human rights, and accordingly they should be progressively deployed in all Australian elections and referenda, either individually or in combination.
5. Even where independent and private access to the Voting process is provided, some of our clients may prefer to have a family member or a polling officer complete a ballot paper on their behalf by following their instructions. This method does not result in independent private access to the voting process, however it is the method that historically has been offered to people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision, and some people may still prefer it. Governments and electoral authorities must ensure that people who are blind, deafblind, or have low vision continue to have access to this method of voting upon request.
What we want government to do

1. Governments and electoral authorities, as well as political parties and candidates, have an obligation to make available in formats accessible to our clients, any information relating to the electoral process that they make available to the general community. This information includes:
A. Information regarding electoral roll matters or other electoral authority information;
B. Information about an election/referendum, or specific information regarding a proposed constitutional change;
C. How to vote cards;
D. All advertising material on all communication channels such as news media, social media, and any other web-based platform; and;
E. Policy Brochures.

2. Governments and electoral authorities must ensure that buildings and premises used as polling places comply with relevant accessibility standards, such as the Access to Premises Standards developed under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992.
What Vision Australia will do to implement and promote this policy
Vision Australia is committed to promoting this policy at all levels of the community, in order to work towards achieving a truly independent and secret vote for our clients in Australian elections and referenda. Vision Australia will fulfill this commitment in a number of ways, by:

1. Continuing to work with all levels of government, relevant parliamentary committees, political parties, and state and Federal electoral authorities, to ensure that this policy is consistently considered and regularly promoted.

2. Continuing to work with clients, other organisations and the broader community, to ensure that accessible voting remains a prominent public policy issue and to gain support for the content of this policy.

3. Making this policy available to the general public via our website and on request from Vision Australia offices, in print and accessible formats, to help educate the community on the issues that face people who are blind, deafblind, or who have low vision, in accessing their right to an independent, secret and verifiable vote.

4. Ensuring that this policy is updated regularly to keep pace with developments in accessible voting technologies around the world, through our continued work with international organisations such as the World Blind Union.
How this Policy has been developed

This Policy has been developed by Vision Australia’s Policy and Advocacy team. It reflects our direct and extensive involvement with clients, other state, National and international organisations, as well as governments and statutory bodies. It also draws on the direct experiential knowledge of staff, and research and consultation within the organisation and the broader community, including representatives of people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision.

Monitoring and Review

This policy will be reviewed every two years. Feedback is welcome and will assist this review process.

About Vision Australia

Vision Australia is the largest provider of services to people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision in Australia. It has been formed through the merger of several of Australia’s oldest, most respected and experienced blindness and low vision agencies. 

Our goal is that people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision will increasingly have the choice to participate fully in every aspect of life in the community. To help realise this goal, we are committed to providing high quality services to our clients and their families. We also work collaboratively with Government, business and the community to eliminate the barriers people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision face in accessing the community or in exercising their rights as Australian citizens.

Our Clients

The Australian Bureau of Statistics estimates that there are approximately 300,000 people in Australia who are blind, deafblind or have low vision. Some estimates suggest that this number will almost double over the next two decades. Vision loss is, by and large, a disability that is age-related, and the ageing of the population is thus a primary factor in this trend. 

People who are blind or have low vision are an important section of the community and their needs and perspectives must be taken into account by governments in the development of policy and by industry when designing and introducing new technology. 

People who are deafblind constitute an important segment of Vision Australia's client group, and we are committed to providing high quality services to them. People who are deafblind have the same rights and expectations as the rest of the community and their needs must be given the same degree of attention as other groups.

Policy ends.
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