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Parliamentary Voting and Constituencies Bill

House of Commons - Committee Stage Briefing 
Introduction
Mencap, RNIB and Scope are three of the UK's leading disability charities and welcome the debate on parliamentary elections and are pleased to see wide-spread recognition of the importance of participation in the democratic process. 
Over the last decade the Polls Apart campaign, supported by a coalition of charities and led by Scope, has been working hard to raise awareness and deliver an evidenced based campaign to help make elections more accessible for disabled voters. 

The 2010 General Election is widely regarded as one of the most significant elections both historically and politically with the first hung Parliament in decades and the formation of the Coalition in nearly a century.

This historic election was marred by scenes of voters queuing for hours, a paucity of ballot papers and the electorate being denied access to polling stations. Rightly, the media and political establishment were in uproar. 

Sadly this is an acute reflection of the voting experience for  millions of disabled voters, at every election, for every tier of Government since emancipation. It also highlights a worrying lack of accountability as there is currently no way for people to appeal when they are wrongly denied their right to vote, other than by commencing with an expensive, onerous and bureaucratic legal challenge. Returning Officers who presided over the queues at the 2010 General Election were still paid despite their failings. 

The Polls Apart 2010 General Election survey revealed some worrying results:
· 67% of Polling stations had accessibility issues such as poor access for people with mobility issues

· 47% of Postal Voters found accessibility problems with the ballot papers

· Nearly Half of all Polling stations failed to display a large print ballot paper - a drop of 31% since the 2005 General Election Survey
· Disabled People are the most under-represented and excluded group in elected Office 
Solutions
The right to vote is laid down in both statute and the Convention on Human Rights. 

The current voting system is inflexible and limited. Despite some small provision being made in the Representation of the People Act - voting is still a right denied to many disabled people, legislation needs to change to reflect and guarantee this right.
The Electoral Commission have produced some positive guidance which some local authorities have failed to implement - more needs to be achieved at a local level to deliver elections that are more inclusive.
The Electoral Commission will be ultimately responsible for running the referendum and will have powers to direct Local Authorities. An independent body that can hold Returning Officers to account is needed to ensure that the reams of very good guidance are actually implemented. At the moment this independent mechanism will only be available for the Referendum and not for future elections. In order to ensure that there is accountability for the running of all future elections it is essential that this change is embedded for the long term.

For disabled people who can access the ballot box, their right to vote secretly and independently is undermined by the limitations and inflexibility of the voting system. We believe that accessible voting systems should be developed by working in partnership with the voluntary and charitable sectors. 

Disabled people are under-represented in both local and national government. Real commitment to inclusion and change needs to happen both within the parliamentary system and internal party processes to help ensure that disabled people are able to participate in democratic activity. This will contribute to the re-balancing of Parliament and ensure that the voices and concerns of all sections of society are clearly articulated in Parliament in the tumultuous political journey ahead. 
Amendments

The following amendments are all probing amendments designed to draw out key areas for debate and highlight some of the barriers that disabled people have encountered in successive local, European and General Elections over the last decade. During this time the Polls Apart Coalition have been working together to raise the profile and generate solutions to some of these problems. We believe this Bill should be used an opportunity to start the vital process of cutting the democratic deficit endured by disabled people since enfranchisement in the 20th Century.

These two amendments have been drafted to test Government intention with regard to ensuring the referendum is accessible to disabled voters. We want to ensure that the Chief Counting Officer gives clear and unambiguous directions to Regional and local Counting Officers to prioritise accessibility and ensure the participation of disabled people in the referendum and associated elections. 

Schedule 1, page 15, clause 5, imposes a general duty on the Electoral Commission to promote awareness of the referendum and how to vote in it. We do not believe that this duty has sufficient strength to ensure that Electoral Authorities promote participation for disabled people, the most exclude group in the electorate. We also believe that the Electoral Commission has a significant role to play in ensuring that disabled people have a clear and independent understanding of the purpose of the Referendum and the changes it will bring without the political motivations of the respective "Yes" and "No" campaigns. 

This amendment addresses a central issue that has affected disabled and older people for many years. Public notices, published in the local press or advertised in public places are often printed in small font sizes, making it difficult or even impossible to read. We would like to ensure that the published notices for such a significant event are clear and accessible to all sections of the electorate. 


This amendment seeks to understand Government intention with regard to ensure the inclusion of disabled people in the forthcoming referendum. The format and style of ballot papers in local, European and general elections is prescribed in law through the Representation of the People Act. As a result it is impossible to produce alternative formats such as large print ballot papers because they are unlawful, it is also impossible to get a "reasonable adjustment" as primary legislation cannot be adjusted. 47% of postal voters surveyed by Polls Apart found they experienced difficulty using postal voting forms. We believe that this is a prime opportunity for the Government to reaffirm its commitment to equality and inclusion by committing to produce ballot papers in accessible formats. 


In December 2009 on behalf of the Polls Apart Campaign, Scope wrote to the CEO of Local Authorities with a Freedom of Information Request. The request was based on Section 16 of the Electoral Administration Act which requires local authorities to review and "as far as is reasonable and practicable" ensure that Polling Places are accessible. 70% of authorities responded and from this it was established that 14% of local authorities knew that polling stations they intended to use were not accessible to disabled voters. We believe that it is no longer acceptable for disabled voters be denied access to Polling Stations. The public furore over the exclusion of voters at the last general election should equally apply to disabled voters, many of whom have been excluded in the same way for decades. 

The experience of disabled people both as voters and users of local authority services is that the level of understanding about the needs of disabled people is woefully inadequate. The Representation of the People Act 2000 and the Electoral Administration Act 2006 both make a degree of provision around improving accessible election material (not including ballot papers) and whilst this helps, they seek to make adjustments to a flawed and accessible process rather than provide equal access.

We believe that all postal ballots must include information about alternative formats and that where possible local authorities should seek to determine each disabled voters access requirements and retain this information for use in future elections. 

Whilst braille is used by blind people, other formats are just as important for blind and partially sighted people including large and giant print or electronic formats such as email. The inflexibility of local authorities and the lack of awareness underpinning this inflexibility regularly imposes barriers on people with visual impairments. These amendments seek to address these issues. 


The evidence used earlier in this briefing indicates the prevalence and continued use of inaccessible buildings in electoral processes. Disabled people have also shared with us some disturbing experiences where polling staff have felt that it is acceptable for disabled people who can’t access a building to vote outside in public. We believe that it is up to disabled voters to decide where they should vote rather than having a decision taken for them, we also think now is the time to end the inaccessibility of polling stations.

We also have evidence of some polling staff making assumptions and negative comments about the entitlement or capacity of disabled people to vote as this comment from the Polls Apart Report indicates:
Polls Apart 5 campaigner told us:

“[I heard one of the staff in the polling station comment] that: ‘People like that shouldn't be allowed to vote.’ It was implied that my parents or carer should vote on my behalf on the way to the polling station last time around. I enquired as to why that should be and was told that I obviously was not capable of making a logical vote. I have a physical disability. I am completely compos mentis!”
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This amendment seeks to address some of the access and training issues that permeate the voting experiences of many disabled people. It seeks to ensure that disabled voters have clear and concise information in a format they can read independently. We also recognise an urgent need for new guidance and robust training of Polling staff such as Poll Clerks and Presiding Officers. Training should cover both the entitlement of disabled people to vote and the importance of having clear access and support available at every polling station. This would help to change the culture of electoral services departments throughout the country.
For more information please contact:

John Dickinson-Lilley                          Lucinda Roberts                            

Parliamentary Officer, RNIB               Interim Parliamentary Manager, Scope     

T: 020 73913267                                T: 020 7619 7245
M: 07918 072353                               M: 07974 022 528
E: john.dickinson-lilley@rnib.org.uk   E: lucinda.roberts@scope.org.uk
Page 15, line 35 delete "may" and replace with "must"





Page 15, Schedule 1, line 37 at end insert:-





() directions about the discharge of their functions in relation to voters with disabilities








Page 17, line 5 at end insert:-





() The Electoral Commission must take steps to ensure that disabled voters are able to access information and support to facilitate understanding and participation in voting and elections





() The Electoral Commission must issue guidance in relation to ensuring voters with disabilities have equality of access to the places and process of voting








Page 26, Schedule 2, line 31 at end insert:-





() Any notices must 





(a) be published in a minimum 12 point font size to ensure a basic level of accessibility 





(b) include a prominent message in minimum 16 point font highlighting the availability of accessible formats








Page 27, Schedule 2, line 3, insert new clause:-





"Access to voting for disabled people"





() must be produced in a range of formats accessible to people with disabilities





() must contain a tactile voting template to ensure participation by a blind or partially sighted voter





Page 27, line 26 at end insert:-





() ensure such rooms selected for polling are accessible to persons with disabilities in accordance with the requirements of the  Equality 2010

















Page 28, line 28 delete from "whatever" to "appropriate"





Page 28, line 32, at end insert:-





() a transcription into large or giant print





Page 28, line 32 at end insert:-





() a transcription into electronic format








Page 29, line 7 at end insert:-





() In whatever manner the voter thinks must convenient





() Each polling station must be equally accessible to people with disabilities regardless of provisions made in subsection (1)








Page 31, line 39 at end insert:-





() Information on assistance available at every polling station to ensure access for voters with disabilities





() clear instructions to all presiding officers and polling clerks on the right of all registered voters with disabilities to vote





() clear guidance to Presiding Officers the information and support specific groups of disabled people require. For the purposes of this subsection specified groups may include (although not exclusively):





(1) People with mobility difficulties


(2) People with a visual impairment such as blindness or partial sight


(3) People with a learning disability


(4) People with social or cognitive disorders such as Autism or Aspergers Syndrome


(5) People with a mental health issues
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