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Environmental Scan – Accessible Voting

The following document outlines the timing of state and territory elections.  It looks at the methods of accessible voting available for each state or territory, and the legislative changes required in order to bring in remote voting systems.

Please refer to Blind Citizens Australia’s Position Statement for recommendations and policy solutions.
Blind Citizens Australia’s Position

Blind Citizens Australia advocates for a system of remote and independent voting options to be available for all future federal, state and local government elections.

By ‘remote’ Blind Citizens Australia means a system of voting that could be undertaken away from a polling station using Information and Communications Technology. This includes telephone assisted voting and e-voting via the internet. Any future changes to the way votes are cast at polling stations for the general population, for example through the introduction of e-voting technology, must be accessible to people with a disability, especially people who are blind or vision impaired.

Background

· In 2002, the Australian Electoral Commission published a report entitled Evolution not Revolution; which described various overseas trials of electronic voting in various guises and reported on public reaction to them. One of the recommendations that came out of this report was that:

“The Federal, State and Territory Parliaments should amend their Electoral Acts to enable a trial of e-voting to be implemented at Federal, State and Territory elections for:

- Antarctic electors

- Electors in other remote locations

    - Electors with a disability

    - Overseas electors and

- as an option for the return of postal votes”

Securing a secret, independent and verifiable vote for Australians who are blind or vision impaired has remained at the top of Blind Citizens Australia’s policy agenda for many years.

· The iVote system allows individuals to cast their vote over the internet, or by telephone.


· There are two options in telephone-assisted voting systems: one that uses automated key prompts, or one that uses a human operator to record the vote.  While the automated key prompt option ensures a truly secret vote, a human operated system is also important to ensure voters who may have difficulty following the instructions, or need to ask questions are able to cast their vote.

· iVote is currently the only system in Australia that is considered by Blind Citizens Australia to be 100% secret, independent and verifiable and this provides the benchmark for our advocacy work in relation to accessible voting.

· While both telephone-assisted voting and iVote allow electors to be able to vote below the line; the human operated telephone-assisted voting service in the federal election, allowed people to be able to cast an invalid vote if they so desired.  This is due to the procedures employed by the Australian Electoral Commission that state that the human operators must follow the exact instructions of the voter when taking their vote via the phone. 

· The adoption of remote voting has already significantly increased the participation of people who are blind or vision impaired in the democratic process at the state and federal level. When the Australian Electoral Commission first trialled remote telephone-assisted voting during the 2013 federal election, for example, 2832 people cast their vote using this service. During the previous election, telephone-assisted voting could not be done remotely and was only available in 126 locations around Australia, resulting in just 410 individuals casting their vote using the service. This is reflective of the fact that it can be very challenging and anxiety-provoking for some people who are blind or vision impaired to locate, navigate and mobilise around a polling place. It cannot be assumed that electors who are blind or vision impaired will have someone to assist them to negotiate such challenges; nor should they be forced to rely on this level of assistance. 

Current Accessible Voting Options

The Australian Electoral Commission (AEC) provides an official guide to the federal election, which is sent to all Australian voters soon after an election is called.  It provides information on when and where to vote, assistance available at polling places and how to vote correctly.  The lists of candidates for the federal election will also be available once the candidates have been announced. The AEC produces the guide and candidate lists in accessible formats, including braille, audio and large print. Some of the formats will be available from the AEC’s webpage, or can be ordered through the AEC when the election, is announced.

Other voting options include:

· Postal voting

· Assistance to vote at a polling place – assistance can be sought by a polling officer, or can be provided by a friend or family member

· Wheelchair accessible polling places

· Telephone voting

Further information on voting accessibility is available at: https://www.aec.gov.au/Voting/people-with-disability.htm 

Electronic assisted voting (EAV) system uses human operators to take the person’s vote over the phone.  The registration and voting process, using registration numbers connected to the voter’s chosen PIN, is such that the voter is not identifiable by the operator.  This voting system is generally available in the pre-polling time period, as well as on election day.

Electronic Voting, known in some states as VoteAssist, or VI Vote, is available via a computer system to allow people who are blind or vision impaired to be able to cast their vote independently. This provides an electronic option of navigating the ballot paper, selecting candidates using a key pad.  Audio prompts guide the elector through the voting process, via headphones.  The completed ballot paper is printed on-site which the voter places into an envelope, then in the ballot box situated next to the computer.  The system is stand-alone, and not connected to the internet.  These terminals are generally available at select blindness service provider locations, during business hours in the pre-polling time period and on election day in some locations.


Breakdown of remote voting options for electors who are blind or vision impaired by state and territory

Federal Government:

Next Election: May 2019

Legislation allows for remote electronic voting. Electors who are blind or vision impaired have been able to cast a vote remotely for the last two federal elections. Voting can currently only be completed over the phone using a human operator. This approach still does not provide a vote that is 100% secret, independent and verifiable.

New South Wales:

Next Election: 23 March 2019

Legislation allowing remote and electronic voting is in place, and iVote has been used for the 2011 and 2015 elections.

Victoria:

Next Election: November 2022

The Victorian Electoral Act allows for a remote voting option to be implemented.  Assisted telephone voting was available at the 2018 election.

Queensland:

Next Election: October 2020
Remote voting is available via “Electronic Assisted Voting”, a human-assisted telephone voting system.  This can be made available for both state and local government elections.

South Australia:

Next Election: March 2022

Remote voting is not available in South Australia, due to legislation not allowing for this.

“Vote assist”, a computer-based voting terminal is available at some pre-polling places 

Western Australia:

Next Election: 13 March 2021

Remote voting is included in legislation, with the iVote system used in the 2017 election.

Tasmania:

Next Election: March 2022

Legislation is in place for remote voting, with the Commissioner able to make discretionary decisions regarding voting methods.  However in the 2018 election, only an in-person computer-based system, VI-Vote was available at 3 locations in Tasmania.  People who are interstate on election day are already able to cast their vote online.

Northern Territory:

Next Election: 22 August 2020

Legislation allows for electronic or other automated voting systems, upon the Commissioner’s approval.  However, remote voting is not yet in place.

Australian Capital Territory:

Next Election: 17 October 2020

Legislation does not currently allow for remote electronic voting. An electronic-assisted voting system was made available for electors who are blind or vision impaired during the 2017 territory election at pre-polling centres and on election day.

Next Steps
Blind Citizens Australia will continue to work with federal, state and territory electoral commissions to advocate for the introduction of the iVote remote voting system to be available at all local, state and federal elections, to provide internet-based, and both automated and human-assisted telephone voting systems.

Those who already have the iVote system in place, BCA will advocate for the continued use of this system, and for the provision of both automated and human-assisted telephone voting options.
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