4 July 2006

Marianne Saliba, MP

Chairman

Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters

Parliament of NSW

Macquarie Street

Sydney 2000

Dear Ms Saliba

Inquiry on Electoral Matters

Please find enclosed the response from the NSW Council for Intellectual Disability to the inquiry into current levels of voter enrolment in NSW.  This response specifically addresses the issues relating to people with intellectual disability.

Should you require further information please do not hesitate to contact me.

Yours sincerely

Helena O’Connell

Executive Officer

About NSW CID

The NSW Council for Intellectual Disability (NSWCID) is a peak body representing the rights and interests of people with intellectual disability in NSW.  Council’s roles include providing policy advice, systemic advocacy, community education and information provision and dissemination.  We undertake all of our work with the active participation of people with intellectual disability and work to enhance the meaningful participation of people with intellectual disability in their communities.  

About people with intellectual disability 

People with intellectual disability make up between 1.5 to 3% of the total population.  Intellectual disability is the term used to describe a cognitive disability acquired before the age of 18 years.  As a group they are more socially disadvantaged than their peers without disability.  

The terms of reference for the inquiry are addressed below:
1. The current level of voter enrolment in NSW, particularly among young people and any other groups with special needs in relation to voter enrolment.
While NSW CID has no substantiated evidence in relation to this we believe that there are very low levels of voter enrolment among the population of people with intellectual disability in NSW.  The key issue for people with intellectual disability is that they are too frequently seen as ‘perpetual children’.  People with intellectual disability are described as having varying levels of support needs from high, medium to low support needs.  Most people with low support needs and some with medium support needs would have the capacity to understand the nature and significance of voting in an election.

However, many live with their families and ageing carers or in supported accommodation such as group homes, large residential centres and boarding houses where there is often little focus on supporting people to exercise their democratic right to vote.  Families and support staff are often so focused on day to day living that issues such voting in an election get overlooked.  

There is often an assumption that because people have been assessed with intellectual disability then they are automatically disqualified from the enrolment eligibility criteria because of ‘unsoundness’ of mind.  This is not true.  Many people with intellectual disability are often very involved in their communities, watch a lot of television and keep abreast of current affairs.  They are often well informed and have definite opinions about politics.  Too often, due to a lack of opportunity they miss out on getting on to the electoral roll.

As part of NSW CID’s commitment to supporting the social participation of people with intellectual disability we have run sessions on ‘How to Vote’ for people prior to the last State and Federal elections.  We were able to attract people with intellectual disability to these sessions who live in institutions, boarding houses and other supported accommodation – as well as people who live more independently in the community – and provide, with input from the State Electoral Office information on how to get on to the electoral roll.  Some participants indicated that this was the first time they had voted and that they had wanted to previously but not had known how to or had been told by support staff that they weren’t ‘allowed’ to vote.

2. The impact of voter enrolment of the Commonwealth reforms to introduce new identification requirements for people seeking to enrol to vote or to change their enrolment details; and
Again NSW CID has no firm evidence in relation to this matter but issues such as ‘proof of address’ maybe difficult for people living in supported accommodation.  While many have Medicare cards few would have driver’s licences with details of their address and most would receive little mail in the way of bills etc with address details on it - utility accounts are not in the name of the resident of a group home.  Additionally when people move within the accommodation service system, in a group home or boarding house situation, it is unlikely that support would be provided to them to change their address with the electoral commission.

NSW CID is of the opinion that it is unlikely that a person with intellectual disability would intentionally compromise the electoral roll by casting a fraudulent vote.  However any reforms to the identification requirements for enrolment to vote may significantly disadvantage people with intellectual disability.  The over riding issue is that people are not supported to enrol (even if they could meet the identification requirements) because there is a general belief that they are incapable of understanding the nature and significance of voting

3. Any additional strategies to maintain or improve the level of voter enrolment and to ensure that the roll remains up to date, with particular regard to the needs of particular groups (such as young people) and other demographic changes (such as the ageing population).
Information in easy English, on television and in local papers would reach a lot of people with intellectual disability and encourage people to enrol and take up their right to vote in a democracy.  However the key issue for many would be getting support to complete the enrolment forms and to submit them. 

As a peak body NSW CID has a role to publicise and promote electoral information to our constituents.  We also have a role to promote the capacity and ability of people with intellectual disability so that the people in their lives who support them (whether they are a residential support worker or a family member) ensure that they get on to the electoral roll if they understand the process.  Essentially people with intellectual disability have the same rights and responsibilities as other citizens in Australia.  But they must receive the necessary support to exercise their rights.

NSW CID will continue to run its pre-election forums on ‘how to vote’ but it would be more effective in the State Electoral Offices became involved in this in some way and formalised the process providing information and training to people with a range of disabilities and young people who are voting for the first time.  It is essential that information is provided in language that is easily understood and using standardised graphics and pictorial representation of concepts and colour coding.  In addition to this, training should be provided for Returning Officers in disability issues and how to relate to people with disabilities.

There has been greater awareness of the issue of lack of access and barriers experienced by people with physical disability within the broader disability community for some years; particularly in relation to access to polling places. 

However for people with intellectual disability there needs to be a slightly different focus; accessibility in relation to the written information and clearer instructions are the key issues.  Having said that, for many people with intellectual disability physical access is still an issue.  Additionally any accessibility audit instrument that is developed must incorporate access issues and barriers experienced by people with cognitive disability.

Conclusion

NSW CID believes that over time access to democratic processes will become less of an issue for people with intellectual disability.  For example, as more and more young people with intellectual disability attend mainstream schools (even if they are in a supported classroom environment) a greater awareness will develop of the political system and with that an expectation that they will vote and participate in it.  

However in the current environment a lot more needs to be done to facilitate and increase levels of voter enrolment and participation of people with intellectual disability and other disadvantaged population groups.

For more information contact:

Helena O’Connell

helena@nswcid.org.au
� Definition of ‘Unsound Mind’ according to the Australian Electoral Commission eligibility criteria on the AEC website.
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