AN INCLUSIVE STRATEGY FOR FEDERAL ELECTIONS

OBJECTIVE

To change electoral laws so that all voters can cast a secret vote without assistance at a Federal election or Ballot.

BACKGROUND

Current Federal legislation (the Referendum (Machinery Provisions) Act 1984 and the Commonwealth Electoral Act 1918) effectively excludes anyone who cannot independently fill out a ballot paper from casting a secret vote. Both acts clearly specify that the only legal vote is that made on the prescribed printed ballot paper. Many voters with a print disability rely on others for assistance to complete the ballot paper.  They cannot cast their vote in secret and are unable to personally verify how they voted.  The current system of voting only on a printed paper ballot paper effectively discriminates against any Australians who cannot cast an unassisted vote. 

Following each Federal election, the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters (JSCEM) undertakes a review of the polling process and calls for submissions from interested parties. In the past, this has occurred 4-5 months after the election. To date, the disability sector has not made any submissions in relation to the need for independent voting – previous submissions have focused on the need to improve physical access to polling booths. 

Electronic Voting
Electronic voting is a generic term that describes the capture and processing of electronic data in order to authenticate electors, and to then record and count their votes to determine the election result.

Electronic voting can be divided into two distinct processes:

1. The method of filling in a ballot paper i.e. via computer interface

2. The use of electronic means for counting and recording the votes

There is still considerable concern amongst many politicians, the media and the general public about the accuracy and security of electronic voting.

Many politicians have little interest in promoting electronic voting because they believe that it could lead to voting irregularities in close marginal seats, and they often point to the difficulty with scrutiny, and the lack of a paper trail as reasons why electronic voting should not be introduced. 

For most voters too, the introduction of electronic voting is not a high priority, since they are familiar with the current system of paper ballots. The general view seems to be that if “it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”  But for voters who cannot vote on paper ballots unassisted, the current system is broke - and a form of electronic voting known as “electronically assisted voting” provides one way that it can be fixed.

Electronically Assisted Voting 
The term electronically assisted voting refers to any system that makes use of an electronic device to assist people to mark their ballot papers. Unlike electronic voting, electronically assisted voting only results in the marking of ballot papers, not the recording or counting of votes. The printed ballot papers can then be:

1. Printed and deposited into the ballot box and counted in the traditional way with scrutineers present, or

2. They can be scanned and counted electronically

Advantages of Electronically Assisted Voting
From the perspective of the voter, electronically assisted voting has substantial benefits. Being an electronic medium, the ballot paper can be rendered in a range of formats including:

· Audio

· Audio in multiple languages

· Large print format

· A variety of screen colors and contrasts
· Multiple languages

· Refreshable Braille display

A number of computer applications can be used to provide a solution for a broad range of end users. In addition, this system has the ability to be used in the polling place environment or ultimately, to enable voting on the internet.   The JSCEM and the Australian Electoral Commission have stated that because of security considerations and the lack of transparency, they are unlikely to support internet voting at this stage.

PROPOSED SOLUTION

While we do not advocate internet voting, we believe that electronically assisted voting methods can be implemented to offer a practical and affordable solution to enable independent voting.  Pressure must be applied from many quarters if the JSCEM is to recommend to Federal Parliament the legislative changes that would enable the exploration of such voting alternatives to proceed. 

Your Submission

We strongly urge your organisation to consider making a submission to the upcoming inquiry. While each submission must contain the perspective of the organisation’s mission and values, we are keen to ensure that the core messages and outcomes we seek remainconsistent. However, along with core messages relevant to your organisation, we encourage your submission to also contain the points listed below:

· 
· Casting a secret vote must be facilitated by providing more than the current pencil/pen on paper method of voting

· An individual must be able to independently verify their vote

To assist in preparing your submission, the following reference material should be useful. 

· ‘Enabling independent and empowered participation in the electronic democratic process by people with disabilities’, Tony Clark and Peter Abbinga: http://www.public-policy.unimelb.edu.au/egovernance/papers/08_Clarke.pdf or 
· Inquiry into 2001 Federal Election, Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters http://www.aph.gov.au/house/committee/em/elect01/index.htm 

· ‘One vote, one click: upgrading democracy for the blind and vision impaired’, John Power, Blind Citizens Australia http://www.accessonline.org.au/content/view/319/27 

· ‘Terms of Reference for Electoral Council of Australia Access Subcommittee’, Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission http://www.humanrights.gov.au/disability_rights/inquiries/electoral/accesscom.htm
· ‘Is Electronic Voting Planned for the UK?’ http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/elections/faqselections.cfm/faqs/61 

The direct contact details for the joint standing Committee are :

Committee Secretary

Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters

Department of House of Representatives

Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2600

AUSTRALIA 

Phone: 61 2 6277 2374

Fax: 61 2 6277 4710

email: jscem@aph.gov.au
Web : http://www.aph.gov.au/house/committee/em/index.htm
If you have any queries, please do not hesitate to contact:

Tony Clark

Phone: 03 9864 9702

Michael Simpson

Phone: 02 9334 3284

