12 February 2008
Ms Meipara Poata

Clerk
Justice and Electoral Committee

Parliament House

Wellington
Emailed to: meipara.poata@parliament.govt.nz
Dear Ms Meipara

re Inquiry into the 2007 Local Authority Elections

Further to our discussion by phone, late on the afternoon of Friday 8 February, please find attached a submission in response to the Inquiry into the 2007 Local Authority Elections.

On behalf of the Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand’s governing body and wider membership, our sincere thanks are conveyed for your willingness to accept this late submission.  As explained, we had only become on the night of Thursday 7 February, that an opportunity existed to provide input, but we discovered at the same time, that the closing date was the very next day.

Contact details for the Association are:

Rose Wilkinson, Executive Officer

Postal: PO Box 7144, Wellington South, Wellington

Email: rwilkinson@abcnz.org.nz
Phone: 04-389-0039
As advised in the conclusion within the submission, the Association would welcome an opportunity to clarify any aspects, and is keen to be involved in any future work that might occur in conjunction with this inquiry.

Yours sincerely

Rose Wilkinson

Executive Officer 
ASSOCIATION OF BLIND CITIZENS OF NEW ZEALAND INC

SUBMISSION

to

JUSTICE AND ELECTORAL COMMITTEE

in response to
INQUIRY INTO THE 2007 LOCAL AUTHORITY ELECTIONS

February 2008

About this Association

The Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand Inc (ABC NZ or Association) is New Zealand’s largest general purpose consumer organisation of blind and vision impaired people and its oldest disability consumer organisation.  Founded in 1945 to promote social, economic and political opportunities for New Zealand’s blind and vision impaired community, the Association’s membership comprises some 1,500 members.  The Association’s membership is reflective of a substantial number of blind and vision impaired people, who are active within the organisation and/or support the promotion of organisational policies and statements, the positions for which are reached through wide consultation and democratic processes.  The Association’s ethos and philosophies are the means by which it influences society for the betterment of existing and future generations of blind and vision impaired New Zealanders.
Through advocacy to central and local Government, government departments and agencies and others best positioned to influence policy development, the Association strives to remove societal barriers and to promote the full participation in society of New Zealand’s blind community.
Introduction

The Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand (Association) is pleased to have the opportunity to offer comment in response to points raised in the terms of reference for this inquiry.  Comment will be offered on those areas which impact upon the ability of blind and vision impaired individuals to participate fully and vote independently in local authority elections. 

This Association was instrumental in securing the rights of blind and vision impaired people participating in elections within New Zealand, having the right to chose someone of their choice to assist cast their vote.  While this goes some way towards addressing the inequity that exists, the advent of technology means that much more can now be achieved to enable a blind or vision impaired person to cast their vote with confidence and dignity.

Provision of and Access to Local Electoral Information

The Local Electoral Act 2001, Section 3 – Purpose, clearly states the purpose of the Act “…is to modernise the law governing the conduct of local elections and polls…”.  The Association believes that Clause (c) (ii) of Section 3 allows diversity and in this regard, actually enables local authorities to conduct local elections and polls in such a way that would recognise the rights of voters who currently are unable to independently access public information which is only available in print.  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 an 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, and which are practicable.  
The Association emphasises that blind and vision impaired people have the same rights to stand for candidacy and/or to make a nomination as their sighted peers.  However the constraints imposed upon blind and vision impaired people limits the extent to which this community of New Zealand’s population can fully participate in local politics.
All too often information about the process to stand as a candidate, and of candidates standing for election, is only available in print (pamphlets and hand-outs) or via bill-boards and hoardings.  Regarding election material and ballot papers, these often utilise small, italicised fonts, embrace poor colour contrast and lack consistency in terms of presentation and 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.  For voters with low vision, large print election material and ballots would offer some benefit in terms of the individual 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 for those impacted, especially if assistance is still required to mark the ballot.  Most importantly though, is that blind and vision impaired individuals unable to read printed matter, will still be disadvantaged and therefore, be discriminated against.    
Regardless of the amount of information available in print, the Association encourages the Justice and Electoral Committee to ensure that election material (including candidate’s information) should also be available in a range of other formats such as large print, audio, Braille and electronically (print material must be made available electronically and include provision of word files).  

This approach, would not only meet the needs of New Zealand’s blind and vision impaired population, but would also advantage voters such as but not limited to those who are print disadvantaged.

Equity - Casting a Vote

A democratic, consumer driven organisation, the Association holds elections for its membership that are totally accessible i.e. information is provided in formats as described above.  More importantly though, is that during 2004 we trialled and now make provision for our own members to participate in these processes by phone.  This results in all data (candidate information etc), and the casting of votes being independently accessed and carried out by the blind or vision impaired person.

The Association therefore urges the Justice and Electoral Committee to consider the use of a phone, as a means of enhancing a blind or vision impaired person’s experience to participate in an election and to cast their vote.  Taking an approach such as has the potential to increase access to voting for blind and vision impaired people, as well as there being the potential to benefit others who may be housebound, who are print illiterate, etc.
The Association again refers the Justice and Electoral Committee to Section 4 – Principles, and while previously highlighted, we give 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)].

International Conventions

New Zealand has led the way internationally in the adoption of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.  This convention clearly sets out what it seeks to achieve i.e. the full and equal enjoyment of all human rights by people with disabilities (Article 1 – Purpose).  The Association takes this opportunity to bring to your attention Article 29 – Participation in Political and Public Life, and in this regard, the entitlement of people with disabilities to be represented or to participate in government and other civic activities.
Although yet to be ratified by New Zealand, it is only a matter of time before this occurs.  The Association therefore takes this opportunity to encourage the Justice and Electoral Committee to take cognisance of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and to ensure that the Local Electoral Act 2001 and the role of local authorities regarding the rights of blind and vision impaired people is mirrored in New Zealand local authority legislation.
Conclusion

Noting the implications of Section 4–Principles, the Association believes it is reasonable and practicable to expect that voting processes meet the needs of New Zealand’s blind and vision impaired community.

The Association appreciates the opportunity provided to make a submission in response to the Inquiry into the 2007 Local Authority Elections.  Should an opportunity exist to speak further to the points raised within this submission, the Association will be pleased to take advantage of this.

Contact in the first instance should be directed to the Executive Officer Rose Wilkinson (details provided with the covering letter).
