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Background

In preparing for the 2008 General Election, the Chief Electoral Office, the Electoral Commission and the Electoral Enrolment Centre consulted disability groups and developed this new Action Plan, “Access ‘08”, to improve accessibility.  This continues work started for the 2005 General Election.

Roles of the three electoral agencies:

Chief Electoral Office – conducts General Elections, by-elections and referenda.  

Electoral Commission – registers political parties and party logos, and allocates election broadcasting time and funds to eligible political parties.  The Commission also carries out public education about electoral matters.
Electoral Enrolment Centre – maintains electoral rolls and conducts the Maori Electoral Option.

The consultation process

The Chief Electoral Office prepared a consultation paper and questionnaire, with input from the Electoral Enrolment Centre and the Electoral Commission.  This paper covered three subjects:

information - content and format,

information - distribution, and

physical access and help.

We developed the consultation paper after considering:

developments overseas and in New Zealand relating to disabilities (e.g. legislation, products and services), particularly in elections,

feedback from voters with disabilities about the last general election, 

complaints relating to disability made to us at the last general election, and 

areas in which we identified that we could improve our service to people with disabilities. 

We distributed the consultation paper and questionnaire to 115 recipients across the disability sector, government and the community.  Information on the consultation was posted on the Elections and ‘Government online’ websites.  We also publicised the consultation through select media in the disability sector.

Sixteen individuals and organisations, representing a range of disabilities, made written submissions.  We also held meetings with the Disability Advisory Council, the Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand Incorporated and People First New Zealand to discuss their submissions.  These submissions have made it possible for us to develop this Action Plan.

A summary of responses to the consultation paper and questionnaire is included at the end of this Plan.

From the submissions, we identified three important points about improving access to elections for people with disabilities: 

Access to information about elections is a vital part of access to elections.

If we adopt a focus on improving access generally, everyone will benefit, but especially people with disabilities.

When planning communications for people with disabilities, we need to provide a range of formats, so that people can choose options that best meet their needs.

Feedback from respondents

We were very pleased with the responses to our consultation.  The submissions identified areas where we can continue to improve our services, but no glaring gaps were identified.  

Overall respondents were positive about the consultation process, and the opportunity to be involved.  They were also positive about what we were already doing to improve accessibility.  

Timeframes

We will report on our progress on 1 November 2007 and 1 May 2008.  We intend to have all new initiatives in place by 31 May 2008.

Priority areas and initiatives

Throughout our consultation, we have used three priority areas:
information - content and format,

information - distribution, and

physical access and help.

Our consultation confirmed that improving these areas would help improve access to electoral services.

For each priority area, we have identified initiatives to continue from 2005 and developed new initiatives to improve our services, taking into account legislation, responses to consultation and available resources.  These initiatives are described below each priority area.

1. Information - content and format

Accessible information about elections is a vital part of access to elections.  If people do not know how MMP works, how to enrol, how to vote, what help is available or what options there are for voting, it may be hard for them to vote.

Our consultation identified some specific gaps in information for voters with disabilities.  These gaps are:

information for people with learning disabilities,

information about what help is available when voting and who can help, and

information about voting options such as postal voting, advance voting and takeaway votes.

We will develop any new resources in consultation with disability groups.

New initiatives:

· Produce a simple English resource on the election process

We will produce a simple English and pictorial resource on the electoral process.  This will cover topics from enrolment to voting to how MMP works.  

· Provide information on what help is available when voting

We will include information in our publications on what help is available when voting and who can give help with voting.  This help includes having a ballot paper read out to the voter and/or having the person of their choice mark their ballot paper for them.
· Provide information in audio formats

We will make our key publications available in accessible audio formats.

Our website will have existing audio-visual material available for download.  This will include TV and radio advertising.

Continuing initiatives:

Provide pre-printed enrolment forms through the 0800 service and elections website.

Produce key publications in a range of formats.

Have captions on TV advertisements longer than 5 seconds.

A Sign Language DVD on the electoral process is available.

2. Information - distribution

Information is only useful when it gets to people who need it.  Our consultation identified ways we can improve our distribution of information.  These ways are:

improving our networking with disability groups,

getting appropriate information to caregivers, and

improving our website accessibility.

We will work with disability groups to work out the best ways of getting information to the people who need it.

New initiatives:

· Engage actively with disability groups

We will seek opportunities to engage with disability groups at national and regional levels.  We intend to do this early enough for information to be distributed throughout groups and for members of those groups to have time to become familiar with that information. 

· Get appropriate information to caregivers
The resources mentioned in the previous section will help inform caregivers, particularly those who speak English as a second language.  We will work with disability groups to make sure that the information gets to caregivers as well as people with disabilities.

Continuing initiatives:

Distribute information and publications through disability groups. 

Continue to improve website accessibility.

3. Physical access and assistance

Improving physical access is good for all voters, but especially for voters with disabilities.  

We will continue to focus on two broad areas:

access to advance voting facilities and polling places, and

staff training.

New initiatives:

· Review access checklists

Electoral staff use access checklists to assess the accessibility of advance voting facilities and polling places.  We will work with Barrier Free NZ to improve these checklists to make sure that they give an accurate picture of accessibility and are easy for our staff to use correctly.

· Use temporary aids to improve access

We are researching the feasibility of using temporary aids, like ramps, to improve polling place accessibility.

Continuing initiatives:

Include disability awareness in training for Returning Officers and Election Day Staff.

Assess all advance voting facilities and polling places against accessibility criteria.

Advertise accessible advance voting facilities and polling places - including carparks - with the International Symbol of Access.

Provide tabletop voting at every polling place.

Use disability group premises as voting places.

Recruitment policy welcomes applications from people with disabilities.

Work with appropriate organisations to have sign language interpreters available at some polling places.

Summary of Responses

This section gives an overview of the responses given to our consultation paper and questionnaire.  As far as possible, it follows the order of the previous section.  

Information – content and format

For people with learning disabilities, there is widespread support for production of:

a plain language, pictorial version of information 

a resource showing step-by-step processes.

Other suggestions included visits by electoral staff to work with this group and providing the opportunity for people to practise the voting process before an election.  

There is interest in:

the services provided by the electoral agencies for people with disabilities,

the ways in which people with different disabilities can be assisted with election processes  (a key piece of information in this topic is about a person to assist at the voting booth – who it can be and how they can help), and

where information is available in alternative formats.

There is general support for providing election information in (any) alternative formats.  Specific suggestions included DVD / CD, audio, (accessible) website, large print, Braille, Sign Language, (electoral staff) talking to groups.  

There is support for both options for getting pre-printed enrolment forms – via the Elections freephone service and the Elections website. 

Additional suggestions included providing the forms in other languages and in plain language.  However, the enrolment form is prescribed by legislation, so this is not possible without a change in the law.
Information - Distribution

There is support for all methods of communicating information of particular interest to people with disabilities, but especially for forums / workshops and electoral staff talking to groups.  

There is support for distributing information about the entitlements of people with learning disabilities through disability groups / caregivers’ networks and for a brochure covering this.  

Points made relating to this are: 

any information needs to be in plain language 

information needs to get to the ‘end person’ (cannot rely solely on distributing via organisations / caregivers) 

workshops / forums would be a good method to distribute this information. 

Website accessibility

There is support for locating all information relating to disability / accessibility / assistance in one place on the website.  

One submission did note that this could be discriminating and that some people may not consider they have a disability.  An additional point raised was that access to a computer / internet for people with disabilities is generally more limited than that of the wider public.  

Physical access and help

Accessibility of voting places

There is strong support for improving signage at the polling place to indicate how to get to the accessible car park from the street entrance.  

There is support for providing magnifiers at polling places with unassisted access to increase access to the voting process for people with visual impairments.  However, our investigations suggest that providing magnifiers would not be as practical as first thought, as the levels of magnification required by users vary considerably.  As one respondent noted, people who require these kinds of aids will usually have them with them.  

Other suggestions were: 

ensuring there is adequate lighting

ensuring there is adequate (large) signage. 

There is support for using temporary products, such as ramps, at voting places to improve access to those sites.  

Three respondents made the point that this initiative would be particularly helpful in rural locations. 

One respondent commented that using two access symbols caused confusion and that the “Access with assistance” symbol required the voter to do more research to find out about access.  We will improve our communication about what “Access with assistance” means – basically, it means that voters with limited mobility or other impairments should plan to have someone go with them, as they might need help getting in or around the polling place.

Awareness and availability of services at voting places

There is support for all options to increase awareness of tabletop voting, including through signs, information for voters and electoral staff training.
Related points were that signs and equipment would need to be appropriate, e.g. plain language, easy-to-read signs, and tables and chairs that conform to accessibility standards.  

Voting at disability groups’ premises

There is support for increasing the number of disability groups’ premises where voting is available.  

Issues raised by a small number of respondents include: 

that this would encourage segregation of the community (however this view seems to be based on the idea that these locations would not be available to the whole voting population or that voters with disabilities would not have a choice of where to vote), and

that all polling places should be accessible – using disability groups’ premises does not encourage all locations to be accessible. 

Many responses were that they (the respondent) would vote at a disability organisation, but the point was made that the choice of voting place would often be based on which was the nearest accessible polling place.  
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