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Multicultural Disability Advocacy 

Association of NSW

PO Box 9381, HARRIS PARK NSW 2150

40 Albion Street, Harris Park

Telephone: (02) 9891 6400

Toll Free: 1800 629 072

TTY: (02) 9687 6325

Facsimile: (02) 9635 5355

E-mail: mdaa@mdaa.org.au

ABN: 60 737 946 674

Katherine Dalziel
NSW State Electoral Office
GPO Box 832 

Sydney, NSW 2001

Friday, 9 June 2006

Dear Ms Dalziel,

Please find attached our comments regarding the development of the Equal Access to Democracy Plan. 
In this response you will find key issues for people from NESB with disability to access and participate in elections and the democratic process generally.

Please contact us if you need any further comments.

Yours sincerely, 

Robert Gruhn
MDAA Policy & Industry Development
email: robert.gruhn@mdaa.org.au
 

Submission 2007 State Election – Key issues
The Multicultural Disability Advocacy Association of NSW (MDAA) is a non-profit peak body for people from a non-English speaking background (NESB) with disability and their families and carers in NSW.  Our activities include individual advocacy for people from a NESB with disability and their families and carers; advocacy development; systemic advocacy; research; industry development; and training in cultural and disability awareness.  MDAA is also a registered training organisation.

MDAA provides the following comments in response to the NSW State Electoral Office’s (SEO) publication Equal Access to Democracy Plan for the 2007 State Election, which states that the SEO is ‘interested in identifying difficulties people with disabilities have with voting’. 

MDAA believes democracy relies on active participation of an informed electorate and we therefore strongly support election services that promote equal access and participation.  Our response is largely based on a recent consultation we held with people from NESB with disability and their families where we sought to identify the major access issues and difficulties people encounter in the electoral process and consequently in making their voices heard within the community and the political process generally. 

People from NESB with disability identify a range of access barriers and disadvantages within the electoral system.  Often people from NESB with disability simply don’t know what to do to make their vote count and their voice heard.  People from NESB with disability come from many different countries with very different political systems.  Many have no idea of the electoral system in Australia, particularly each citizen’s responsibility to register for the electoral roll and to vote in every election.  In addition, many have no understanding of the federal system of government in Australia or the role of the States and Commonwealth parliaments.   

This submission responds to several points raised in the SEO’s Equal Access to Democracy Plan draft and suggests strategies that people from NESB with disability and their families would like to see implemented.

In addition to the issues mentioned here, there are also issues critical to specific disability types.  We support submissions made by other peak disability agencies about disability specific needs in relation to access, on behalf of people with physical, sensory and cognitive disabilities. 

1. Access to and participation in elections 

Many people from NESB who don’t speak English don’t know what to do during the election process despite wanting to know and understand the voting options available.  Many are unsure of ‘what to do’ and ‘how to do it’.  We want to know how to vote. This is a precondition that enables individuals and communities to make informed choices. 
People from NESB with disability suggest that information sessions for NESB communities should be provided in venues and forums convenient and accessible to the various ethnic communities, and attendance should be strongly encouraged.  There is a strong feeling that up to date information about ways to participate in NSW elections is not widely available and/or not targeted to NESB communities.  One way for the SEO to reach eligible voters in ethnic communities is to approach community leaders and key agencies to discuss the best ways to provide information to people in those communities. 

People are also very concerned about what they believe are new laws and regulations making it illegal for carers and family members of people with disability to explain to their family member how to vote.  MDAA is not aware of any new law in this regard but this is the strong message we received at our recent consultation. 

· Outreach: educate communities and give timely information
People from NESB with disability need some support to exercise our right to vote, as a tool for both community participation and individual empowerment.  Awareness campaigns about voting procedures and elections generally would be an important step to address the perceived ‘irrelevance’ of voting.  Information sessions could be conducted with people in different ethnic communities and language groups before citizenship is granted, as well as for people from NESB who are already citizens. 
Regular educational election information sessions in NSW electorates, for example, conducted in conjunction with key ethnic community agencies, Migrant Resource Centres and other relevant community agencies, could address community issues and concerns and educate people from NESB with disability in procedural matters such as getting on the electoral roll and ‘how to vote’.  
These information sessions should provide quality information on the state and federal system, the role of parties, about enrolment and other community issues and should be provided in accessible formats (e.g. information in accessible ‘easy-language’ formats).  Service providers (e.g. Migrant Resource Centres) should provide these information sessions, in conjunction with the SEO, in the various ethnic communities using simple English, community languages, qualified interpreters and translated written information. 

People from NESB with disability would also like access to election resources (possibly produced by the SEO) and ‘practice votes’ before election day that could be made available through a mail-out of information packages and through community organisation networks.  
Specific, practical key election information about the State and Federal system, the democratic process and the role of political parties should be more widely provided during election time, using different promotion and publication methods (e.g. ethnic media and postal information).  Through election advertising, more specific information must also be made available, such as the date of elections, the importance of the electoral roll and also a list of public places used as polling places on election day.  

2. Accessible information about elections
As the SEO indicates, electors with disabilities are often unaware that electoral information is available in alternative formats.  This is true for people from NESB with disability, who say that election information does not reach ethnic communities adequately, is not available or provided in alternate formats and is therefore not equally accessible.  During our consultation several people specifically pointed out that people from NESB with vision impairment are often unable to access information and instructions in Braille. 
· Provide information through a range of alternative formats  

People from NESB with disability request updated information that is both widely available and accessible.  MDAA welcomes inclusive information campaigns that give people with disability greater access to information required to participate in elections as an informed voter.  In particular, people from NESB with disability support the development of a step by step guide on ‘How to vote’ in community languages – and its wide distribution within areas with larger ethnic communities.  These publications could include, for instance, the Multilingual Voter’s Guide or brochures about voting instructions and assistance provided at polling places.

Those guides need to be written with easy instructions.  Information about elections and voting should be given in plain English, translated into relevant community languages and provided in Braille, Easy Read, audio and disk formats.  Additionally, graphics and pictures could be used to explain the complex political process, the meaning of elections and the issues created by a complicated voting system.  
Further, people from NESB with disability would like disability peak bodies like Vision Australia, as well as the State Electoral Office, to provide audio cassettes about ‘how to vote’ and also support the provision of electoral information in community languages available through the SEO website.

3. Accessibility of the voting system
People from NESB with disability ask the SEO to provide disability and multicultural awareness training for volunteers at polling places.  Many people say they have never voted independently (by themselves) and that they depend on some form of assistance at polling places.  

Some people report that they are assisted by friends or family members but they would like to make their decisions more independently.  Further, there is the perception that there are simply not enough volunteers at polling places to provide appropriate, unbiased support. 

· Target volunteers with relevant skills to assist people from NESB with disability

People don’t want to rely on their families or friends for assistance to make their voice heard through the election process.  Instead there is a need to improve the recruitment and training of officials and volunteers to be able to assist people from NESB with disability effectively.  

Training in disability and diversity awareness would assist people from NESB to exercise their right to vote more independently.  Recruiting more bilingual volunteers who speak community languages relevant for the polling place area is another suggestion.  

Further, there is much support for polling places to display translated ‘how to vote’ messages in local community languages and for translated ‘how to vote’ posters on election day.  Similarly, there is strong support for distributing brochures and community media advertisements that include information about access to elections and the voting process generally.    

4. Enrolment, voting and assistance
As the areas with the lowest percentage of enrolment are areas where NESB communities live, community education is required to increase enrolment and improve access to the voting system for people from NESB with disability.  For example, people from NESB are often unable to read ballot papers.  Further, the language barrier prevents people from NESB with disability to enrol for elections and therefore to vote as an equal member of the Australian community. 

Another concern relates to alternative voting options like postal voting not being explained effectively and therefore not being accessible for people from NESB with disability.  There are also concerns that postal voting is inaccessible for vision impaired people because it is only available in print.

· Address barriers to enrolment and participation in elections and acknowledge special need for assistance with voting 

People from NESB with disability believe that barriers to participating in elections must be addressed, for example, by conducting election information sessions in electorates with high levels of informal voting.

To overcome the high rate of informal votes in NESB communities, ballot papers should be provided in community languages or plain English and instructions should be well-explained (e.g. with Multilingual Posters).  Ballot papers and instructions should be provided in audio and large print formats.  This may help to ensure that voting instructions will be easier to understand for people from NESB.  As indicated above, appropriate assistance must also be available to vision and hearing impaired electors from NESB to cast their vote secretly and independently.  

Further, people from NESB with disability suggest that the SEO provide contact numbers so that they can get information about elections and the voting process. Phone interpreting services should be available in community languages. Similarly, at polling stations, interpreters should be used to clarify any remaining questions that many people have before voting.

The SEO is also responsible for providing voters with explanations about voting options like postal voting and for ensuring that this form of voting is available in community languages and in forms other than print.  The SEO also needs to ensure that voters have independent postal voting options, without having to rely on carers, family members or friends.

5. Assistance to help people vote
Our comments in the paragraphs 3 and 4 above relate to the SEO’s commitment to develop guidelines and awareness training for polling officials. 
In addition, MDAA supports the SEO’s idea of forming an Access Consultative Group made up of peak disability bodies.  People from NESB with disability want to have their voice heard in the upcoming consultation process and support strategies which ensure equal access to elections and participation in public matters.  Finally, targeted campaigns developed by the group could help increase the number of valid votes in electorates with high numbers of NESB populations.

MDAA looks forward to the realisation of the SEO’s commitments to substantially ‘improve the provision of electoral services and more ‘doors’ to the electoral process’ at the March 2007 State Election’.
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