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Submission on Consultation Document
Improving Access to the 2011 General Election and Referendum for Disabled People
Name of organisation: Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand Inc (Association)
Name of contact person from organisation: Rose Wilkinson, Executive Officer
Disability represented: Legally Blind New Zealanders (blind and vision impaired)
This submission represents input from: approximately 1,500 legally blind individuals who are members of this Association.
Postal address: PO Box 7144, Newtown, Wellington 6242
Phone number: 04-389-0039

Email address: rwilkinson@abcnz.org.nz
Do you wish to be heard in respect to this submission? Yes 
(The Chief Electoral Office will contact you to discuss this.)

Your submission may be requested under the Official Information Act 1982.  If this happens the Chief Electoral Office will release your submission to the person who requested it.  However, if you are an individual, as opposed to an organisation, your personal details can be removed if you tick the following box.
Not Applicable
I do not give permission for my personal details to be released to persons requesting my submission under the Official Information 
Act 1982.

1.
Referendum on the Voting System

1.1 
Information formats

The Electoral Commission will undertake a public information campaign that will explain the details of the alternative voting systems.

We would like to know which format of formats information about the alternative voting systems would be useful for disabled people.

Which of the following formats would information about the alternative voting systems be useful for disabled people? (You may tick more than one box)

Response / Comments
The Association supports all options identified i.e. 
simple language, pictorial resource

· Elections Website

· Sign Language DVD

· Braille

· Large Print

· Audio

· Other - Email distribution lists and Phone. For the latter, the Association recommends the development of a system with menu options for individuals to phone in and access information about alternative voting systems).
Blindness is the Association’s area of expertise. The Association will not comment therefore, about what is best suited to meet the needs of those with a disability other than blindness and vision impairment. 
Braille, Large Print, Audio, Phone, Email and Website are the options which benefit blind and vision impaired people in New Zealand. Utilising all of these options will go some way towards the Electoral Commission achieving its goal of ensuring all voters have access to information about the referendum.

We take this opportunity to remind the Chief Electoral Office (Electoral Commission) that many disabled Zealanders have inter-related needs. Thus, there will be blind and vision-impaired individuals with intellectual and/or other disabilities. Information modified to meet the needs of those with an intellectual disability will also need to be made available in accessible means for New Zealand’s blind and vision impaired population.
1.2
Communication Method
What is the best method or methods to communicate information about the general election and referendum to disabled people? (You may tick more than one box)

Response / Comments
The Association supports each of the options i.e.

· Conducting a travelling road-show around New Zealand, bringing information about the referendum on the voting systems, enrolling and voting directly to voters, including disability organisations and disabled people. 
· Providing information about the enrolling and voting in the general election and referendum on television and radio.

· Other – Nil

When using television and other visual means of communication, the Association urges the Electoral Commission to consider the implications when using text on screen, for blind and vision impaired people. Text should be verbalised for blind and vision impaired people, in the same way that captioning and sign language is utilised for the deaf and hearing impaired.

2.
Additional Information

2.1
Any other comments / suggestions relating to disability issues at general elections or referenda

The Association recognises that disability-related initiatives implemented in the 2008 general election went some way towards addressing the needs of blind and vision impaired voters. While the catalyst for achieving progress stemmed from government policy and legislative considerations at that time, there are new considerations which must be taken into account.  We refer to the one of the key pieces of international legislation in history – the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD). New Zealand’s obligations to this international convention and the rights-based implications for disabled people are paramount and should be recognised.

In September 2008, blind and vision impaired people united with others across the disability community and welcomed Government’s ratification of the UNRPD. In signing up to the UNCRPD, New Zealand demonstrated its commitment to continue working towards a more accessible New Zealand. The Association reinforces therefore, that accessibility underpins thus is key to the many issues that directly and indirectly impact upon blind and vision impaired people living independently and participating fully in all aspects of life on an equal basis with others. This includes general elections and referenda.
Although the consultation document makes it clear that feedback on the merit of introducing electronic voting is not wanted, the Association takes this opportunity to bring forward its views.

Released late in 2007, the Chief Electoral Office’s draft long-term electronic voting (e-voting) strategy analysed the desirability and feasibility of e-voting solutions. Whilst perhaps acceptable then, to be advised that insufficient time existed to safely introduce new voting initiatives for the 2008 General Election, the lack of progress made for the 2011 General Election, is disappointing.

It is of concern to New Zealand’s blind community that even in 2010, lack of funding and the realisation of cost benefits to all of society, along with other facets appear to detract from Government’s commitment to bring about changes to remove barriers faced by blind and vision impaired New Zealanders. The technology exists to ensure that blind and vision impaired people can vote by secret ballot in general elections and referenda with dignity and independence. Yet lack of progress means that blind and vision impaired people remain marginalised – perhaps more so than any other disability group.

It is well-known within the blindness community, that the Association (and Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind) hold totally accessible elections for our membership. Information is provided in accessible formats i.e. braille, large print, audio, electronically and by phone. This means that all ballot material and the casting of votes are independently accessed and carried out by the blind or vision impaired person.

Having successfully piloted and utilised these options since 2003, it is clear to this Association and the blind community, that independent access for blind and vision impaired voters will best be achieved through mechanisms that include the telephone and internet.  
The Association therefore urges the Electoral Commission (and Government) to expedite its processes and to commence plans for an accessible voting pilot in the 2011 General Election, without delay. Furthermore, the Electoral Commission must be adequately resourced and legislation addressed so that accessible voting initiatives can be progressed in order for all blind and vision impaired people to cast their vote in the 2014 general elections without requiring sighted assistance. 
With respect to general elections and referenda, Article 9 – Accessibility and Article 29 – Participation in Political and Public Life respectively (refer to the UNCRPD), identify specific aspects that must be taken into consideration by governments. The following excerpt from Article 29 identifies government’s obligations…
“States Parties shall guarantee to persons with disabilities political rights and the opportunity to enjoy them on an equal basis with others, and shall undertake to:

(a) 
Ensure that persons with disabilities can effectively and fully participate in political and public life on an equal basis with others, directly or through freely chosen representatives, including the right and opportunity for persons with disabilities to vote and be elected, inter alia, by:

(i)
Ensuring that voting procedures, facilities and materials are appropriate, accessible and easy to understand and use;

(ii)
Protecting the right of persons with disabilities to vote by secret ballot in elections and public referendums without intimidation, and to stand for elections, to effectively hold office and perform all public functions at all levels of government, facilitating the use of assistive and new technologies where appropriate;

(iii)
Guaranteeing the free expression of the will of persons with disabilities as electors and to this end, where necessary, at their request, allowing assistance in voting by a person of their own choice;

b) 
Promote actively an environment in which persons with disabilities can effectively and fully participate in the conduct of public affairs, without discrimination and on an equal basis with others, and encourage their participation in public affairs, including:

(i)
Participation in non-governmental organizations and associations concerned with the public and political life of the country, and in the activities and administration of political parties; 

(ii)
Forming and joining organizations of persons with disabilities to represent persons with disabilities at international, national, regional and local levels.

Previous governments recognised the issues we raise, and committed to working with us to ensure through accessible voting mechanisms, the dignity and independence of New Zealand’s blind and vision impaired voters would be established.  
The Association is cognisant of the Chief Electoral Office’s endeavours to meet the needs of New Zealand’s disabled population, much of which is achieved through its relationships with disability organisations such as this Association. The Association continues to welcome the many opportunities to work with the Chief Electoral Office and Government, and to influence initiatives for the betterment of blind and vision impaired voters. We applaud the Chief Electoral Office’s initiatives to seek feedback and look forward to influencing and trialling new initiatives such as phone voting.
About the Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand Inc (Association)

Founded in 1945, the Association is New Zealand’s leading blindness consumer organisation and one of the country’s largest organisations of disabled consumers.  Our philosophy is “Blind People Speaking for Ourselves”. The Association’s aim is to heighten awareness of the rights of blind and vision impaired people and to remove the barriers that impact upon our ability to live in an accessible, equitable and inclusive society.
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