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Introduction
The Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand (Blind Citizens NZ) is pleased to have the opportunity to offer comment in response to points raised in the terms of reference for this inquiry. Blind Citizens NZ’s comments address areas which impact on the ability of blind and vision impaired individuals (hereafter referred to as blind), to participate fully and vote independently in local authority elections. 

Historically Blind Citizens NZ was instrumental in securing the rights of blind people having the right to select someone of their choice to assist cast their vote, when voting in elections within New Zealand. While that outcome has been advantageous, technological advances mean that much more can now be achieved to enable blind people to independently cast their vote with confidence and dignity. Our submission identifies voting methods and processes as well as considering the availability of candidate information, all of which would improve voter turnout and the experience of blind voters in particular.


Using the Local Electoral Act 2001 to Improve 2013 Voting Procedures / Mechanisms
Blind people continue to be marginalised in local authority elections, and still cannot cast their vote independently with confidence and dignity. This does have an impact on approximately 11,000 registered blind voters turning up and voting at elections. For they are required to place their trust in family or friends, and for many, often in someone they do not know, to cast their vote for them. So when they do vote, they can only hope that their trust is not misguided, and that their directions are carried out. Blind Citizens NZ acknowledges there are steps afoot to introduce one mechanism that may address this deficit, but that one option will benefit only a small percentage of New Zealand’s blind population, therefore more are needed.
When focussing our attention on the availability of vitally important candidate information that informs voters, for blind people who have a computer and internet access that might enable them to learn more about candidates, their experience varied around the country. For example, blind people in Auckland, the largest city in the country, found they were unable to access candidate information on the Vote Auckland website. Yet the information was there, it just could not be accessed by blind people using their adaptive (blindness) technology. By comparison in Wellington, the Vote Wellington website was brilliantly easy for blind voters to look up candidates and read what they had to say about themselves. But blind people without technology, were often left bereft of information to inform their vote.

Blind Citizens NZ firmly believes all local authorities have a responsibility to serve all the public. In this context, websites, and the information on them, needs to be available to everyone, including blind people who use blindness technology such as screen readers, to access that information. Introducing consistency in the way local authorities conduct elections, and building on good examples like the Vote Wellington website, would go a long way towards meeting the diverse needs of New Zealand’s voters, and improving their experience. Imperative also, is that information is available in a range of formats including braille, large print, and audio.

The Local Electoral Act 2001, Section 3 – Purpose, states the purpose of the Act “…is to modernise the law governing the conduct of local elections and polls… to provide sufficient flexibility in the law to readily accommodate new technologies and processes as they are developed…” Clause (c) (ii) of Section 3 allows diversity and in this regard, enables local authorities to conduct local elections and polls in such a way that recognises the rights of voters (e.g. who are blind) and who currently are unable to independently cast their vote because the voting method is paper-based. Whether an aspiring candidate or a voter, equitable access to information is integral for a blind or vision impaired person to participate with dignity and confidence in any election process. 

Section 4 – Principles, is equally representative of the rights of individuals and clearly states that “…all qualified persons have a reasonable and equal opportunity to …cast an informed vote…to nominate and/or accept nomination as a candidate.   This same section also defines that through public confidence in, and public understanding of local electoral processes, that the Act is designed to implement outcomes including ensuring secrecy of the vote [refer (c) (ii)].  It is also designed in such a way to enable local authorities and all electoral officials to take into account the principles referred to above. 


On Line Voting in the 2016 Local Authority Elections 
Looking to the future, when the Minister for Local Government announced (on 12 December 2013) the appointment of the working party by the Department of Internal Affairs, he stated that “Many people now are using smart phones and the internet for all manner of transactions – online voting should be one of them. However we need to understand the risks, benefits and costs before we make any final decision. Accessibility for all voters is a critical consideration in any move forward.”

Cognisant of the provisions of the Local Government Act 2001, and, that a ten-person working party is looking at the feasibility of online voting at the 2016 local body election, Blind Citizens NZ is cautiously optimistic of the direct benefit that will result, at least for some blind voters. 
The Minister’s emphasis on “accessibility for all voters being a critical consideration” is an outcome that Blind Citizens NZ is keen to ensure is upheld. For if online voting is not accessible to all voters, the potential for discrimination against minority groups to continue, including blind voters, is very real and will further disadvantage these people who have rights and are citizens too. Government has a set of guidelines that it must conform to, and local authorities must be required to adhere to these, and to meet all facets of accessibility requirements, including not using CAPTCHA. Blind Citizens NZ has published a brief entitled “Does Your Website Shut the Door in Our Face” which alerts designers of the barriers created for blind internet users, when CAPTCHA is used. A copy of our brief is included with this submission.

Considering the availability of technology, we note for example, that amongst the set of questions and answers developed by the Department of Internal Affairs about on-line voting, this identifies that “…in 2012, four out of five New Zealand homes had some form of internet connection according to information published by Statistics New Zealand. That leaves one in five homes without an internet connection. Ensuring electors in these homes can vote is of paramount importance. It is likely that some form of paper based voting option will still be needed at local authority elections for the foreseeable future. Ensuring that electors without internet access can continue to participate in local authority elections is something that the working group will be specifically considering.”

While the above statement about four out of five homes having a computer may be true, what is not known or understood is that blind people who may live in these homes, cannot, in the majority of instances, use those computers, because they do not have the discretionary funds to purchase enabling adaptive software to make this possible. So as progress is made with the introduction of new, technology-based voting systems, we urge local authorities to consider the inclusion of phone-voting systems as well as on-line voting. Phone-voting options have been successfully trialled in Australia (Victoria and New South Wales), and there is ample time to develop, implement and pilot this option, in the same way as it is intended will happen with on-line voting. Of note is that while phone-voting will benefit blind voters without a computer etc, it will also meet the needs of a significant number of New Zealand’s population who also do not have access to a computer.

Referring to our own organisational procedures, being a democratic, consumer driven organisation, Blind Citizens NZ holds elections for our membership that are totally accessible. Information is available in all formats - braille, large print, audio and electronically. And, since 2004, for our member voters who do not have a computer and/or access to the internet, they have the choice of using the telephone to obtain candidate information, and, to independently and confidently cast their vote.

Blind Citizens NZ therefore urges the Justice and Electoral Committee to consider the use of a phone (as well as on-line voting), as a means of enhancing a blind person’s experience and enabling them to participate in an election and to cast their vote. The inclusion of phone voting is a further mechanism that has the potential to increase access to voting for blind people. As indicated above, phone voting has the potential to benefit others such as those who may be housebound, people who are print illiterate, have a learning disability, etc.



Blind Citizens NZ refers the Justice and Electoral Committee to Section 4 – Principles, and while previously highlighted, we again draw your attention to the Act and that part which states it is designed to implement outcomes including ensuring secrecy of the vote [refer (c) (ii)]. We assert that blind people have the same democratic rights as their sighted peers, to cast an informed, secret vote, and that both phone and on-line voting will open many doors for blind voters.


Accessing Electoral and Candidate Information
We have talked previously about the importance of blind voters being able to access electoral and candidate information. Constraints imposed upon blind people limits the extent to which this community of New Zealand’s population can fully participate in local politics either to stand for candidacy, make a nomination and generally being able to read the range of information so readily available to a sighted public. 

All too often information about the process to stand as a candidate, and of a candidate standing for election, is available only in print (pamphlets and hand-outs), via bill-boards and hoardings, or on the internet. With respect to election material and ballot papers, these often utilise small, italicised fonts, embrace poor colour contrast and lack consistency in terms of presentation. Consequently, the information is inaccessible to someone with low or limited vision. Critical therefore, is that print is not obscured by poor use of colour contrast and/or background images, and that the use of glossy paper is avoided. Large print election material and ballots would offer some benefit in terms of voters with low vision, being able to independently participate in and cast their vote in the electoral process. 

While steps such as those mentioned above may meet the needs of a small percentage of low vision voters, even then, it may only give partial access to the voting process, especially if assistance is still required to mark the ballot. Of significance is that blind people unable to read printed matter, will still be disadvantaged and therefore, continue to be discriminated against.

Blind Citizens NZ encourages the Justice and Electoral Committee to ensure that election material (including candidate’s information) is available in a range of formats including large print, audio, braille and electronically. By taking this approach, local authorities will be meeting the needs of New Zealand’s blind population, as well as being advantageous to voters such as but not limited to people with a learning disability.


International Conventions
New Zealand led the way internationally in the adoption of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (the Convention), and ratified this in September 2008. A rights-based convention, New Zealand ratified this in September 2008, and currently, while local government does not have to comply with the Convention, there are some local authorities that are working towards ensuring their communities, information etc, are accessible to disabled people. 

Article 29 – Participation in Political and Public Life recognises the entitlement of people with disabilities to be represented or to participate in government and other civic activities. 

Blind Citizens NZ therefore urges the Justice and Electoral Committee to take cognisance of the Convention and to ensure that the Local Electoral Act 2001 and the role of local authorities regarding the rights of all disabled people, including blind people, is mirrored in New Zealand local authority legislation.


Conclusion
Noting the implications of Section 4–Principles, Blind Citizens NZ believes it is reasonable and practicable to expect that all voting methods and processes meet the diverse needs of New Zealand’s blind population and, we call on Local Authorities to take all necessary steps to make this a reality in 2016.

Blind Citizens NZ appreciates the opportunity to make a submission in response to the Inquiry into the 2013 Local Authority Elections and we request an opportunity to speak to and elaborate on the points raised within our submission.

Contact in the first instance should be directed to the Executive Officer Rose Wilkinson.
Postal: PO Box 7144, Newtown, Wellington 6242
Email: rwilkinson@abcnz.org.nz
Phone: 04-389-0039
Mobile: 021-222-6940
[image: ]
image1.jpeg
A

BIT OF
difference

Blind Citizens Nz




image2.jpeg
Charity No.CC41040 Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand Inc.

Ground Floor, 113 Adelaide Road, Newtown, PO Box 7144, Newtown, Wellington 6242
P. 0800 222 694 P. +64 4 389 0033 F. +64 4 389 0030 blindcitizens.org.nz




