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Inclusion Scotland Roadshow in partnership with the Electoral Reform Society Scotland
Active Citizenship, Voting and Disabled People
Friday 13th November 2009
Raploch Community Campus, Stirling
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Inclusion Scotland is running a programme of ‘roadshow’ events across Scotland.  Most recently we held one in Stirling, in partnership with the Electoral Reform Society Scotland.  The event covered several issues including: access to voting, citizenship, the Disability Equality Duty, working with councillors, and campaigning.  
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The event was expertly chaired by Anne MacLean, an active disability rights campaigner in the Highlands, who successfully managed the discussions and prompted debate from participants.

The day started off with Ian Hall, Democratic Manager (Administration) at Perth & Kinross Council, who spoke about the council’s work on disability issues and voting.  Ian’s main points and comments were: 

· Perth and Kinross council has a duty to deliver elections and help people to engage in the democratic process 
· The council understands that the voters - a diverse group of people with varying needs – must come first 

· There are specific measures Perth and Kinross Council has taken to ensure the whole community has access to voting.  These range from: notices at polling stations; guidance leaflets in different formats and languages; a guide for carers to facilitate voting by elderly people 

· There are also specific provisions for visually impaired people, including: a sheet that slides over the ballot paper with boxes on it; a sample ballot paper in large print; use of colours on laminated paper and an article in the local talking newspaper  
· Local authorities have a duty to inspect polling stations and make sure they are accessible.  Perth and Kinross Council consults with councillors and local communities to determine where polling stations should be

· There is a Presiding Officer in each polling station who is there to help voters on election day, so people can ask and receive assistance

· Councils depend on voters’ feedback in order to improve the experience for them the next time round.  However people often do not come forward. Perth and Kinross Council will be consulting with the local Community Advisory Equalities Group in this respect    
· Ian mentioned that a postal vote now requires the voter’s signature.  It is important the voter himself/herself signs the form, rather than delegating it to someone else otherwise the vote will not count.  There are provisions for people who can’t read and write

· The Electoral Commission has produced a document called ‘Making your Mark’ which looks at addressing a range of issues aimed at all groups in society to encourage engagement in the voting process
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William Neil spoke next.  William works for Leonard Cheshire Disability Citizenship Academy, which promotes voting and active citizenship to disabled people.  The main points from William’s presentation were:
· Active citizenship is not just about our rights but also our responsibilities.  It involves using our rights, for example by writing a letter of complaint or thanks in response to a service you have received
· Voting is an important part of citizenship.  To be able to vote, you must be registered. The local council can tell you whether you are registered and help you become registered
· Big changes can happen through people voting.  Even bigger things can happen through people not voting, such as the BNP being elected to the European Parliament
· Elections can be confusing to disabled people if there are changes in the voting system, as in 2007.  Disabled people need sufficient warning of these changes

· The world has changed a lot for disabled people since the introduction of the Disability Discrimination Act in the 1990s.  But more needs to happen and it is up to active citizens to make sure it does
Ken Ritchie, Chief Executive of the Electoral Reform Society, spoke next.  His main points were:
· It’s important to vote to reduce the chances of extremist parties like the BNP, which don’t recognise the rights of all, getting in
· The Single Transferable Vote (STV) was introduced to elect local councillors in Scotland in 2007.  It has opened up politics; more parties are involved in decision-making, and the process is more consensual
· In the 2007 local elections, nearly three quarters of voters saw the person they gave their first choice to elected.  Over 90% of voters saw either their first or second choice elected.  So almost everyone feels they have a councillor they helped elect.  This gives them confidence to turn to that person for advice
· The 2007 local elections contrasted with previous local elections where around half of all votes were wasted
· Despite the imperfections of postal voting, it must always be there for those who cannot travel to a polling station.  Similarly, in the future it is likely that there will be voting through the internet and phone.  These  must be made secure for those who need to use them  
· Changes should be made to the ballot paper for local government elections, so candidates appear in a random order rather than alphabetical, which favours parties standing more than one candidate.  The Society has taken this up with Bruce Crawford, Minister for Parliamentary Business, who is responsible for elections
Then further points came up in the discussion:
· Audience member: staff who work at polling stations are never disabled.  In one case, a disabled person was initially denied the right to work in a polling station.  More disabled people should be working there                                                  
· Response from Ian Hall: Perth and Kinross Council will be embarking on a recruitment campaign for staff to work at polling stations and will actively encourage disabled people to apply. They will be working with their HR team to ensure there are no barriers preventing a diverse range of people from being recruited     
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Audience member: people in rural areas                                                                         can find transport a barrier to reaching                                                                        polling stations 

· Ian Hall: Perth and Kinross Council tries                                                                           to use local community halls as polling                                                                            stations and other facilities the community                                                                        uses regularly.  The council considers other                                                                       issues when choosing a venue, including                                                                                 what local transport facilities are available                                                                   and the availability of appropriate car parking,                                                               bus routes or train stations

· Audience comment: elections should be held over a two or three day period to give people more options

· Audience comment: polling staff are not aware of hidden impairments – dyslexia, mental health issues etc – and this can mean votes are wasted.  They are usually more concerned about wheelchair users

After lunch, three workshops took place to allow the audience to give their opinions on a variety of issues.  Workshops included:

Workshop 1 - Working With Your Councillors: What Are The New Opportunities?

Workshop 2 - How Disabled People Can Change The World

Workshop 3:  Voting & Its Challenges: Have Your Say

Workshop 1 - Working With Your Councillors: What Are The New Opportunities?
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The Single Transferable Vote (STV) - a form of                                                                      proportional representation -  allows voters                                                             greater choice, and the opportunity to go to                                                                 more than one councillor
· Most councils are now run by more than one                                              party, whether as a coalition, minority                                                 administration or alliance  
· Community groups have benefited from STV,                                                     through successfully engaging with councillors
· A lack of communication support means deaf                                                                   people may not bother with attending surgeries.                                                                                     

· Lack of funding may be used as an excuse for not offering people support at surgeries, however this must not be a barrier. Deaf people can book appointments with councillors and order translation services, up to the day before in some cases, which the council will pay for.  If there is a problem with getting support for surgeries, it should be raised with the council Equalities officer  

· There is a lack of knowledge about how democracy works, which discourages engagement.  People may not know they can approach any of their eight MSPs.  Cross Party Groups in the Scottish Parliament can also be useful and cover a range of topics, e.g. mental health and deafness
Workshop 2 - How Disabled People Can Change The World

· A good example of how disabled people can change the law is the Disabled Persons Parking (Scotland) Act, which was started by a group of disabled people who campaigned for it to became law

· Representatives from local authorities were at this workshop which gave them a chance to hear first hand about the barriers faced by disabled people
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Freedom of Information (FoI) legislation is a                                                                       useful tool in campaigning. More voluntary                                                           groups could use it.  Groups who are funded                                                             by the local authority may be reluctant to                                                     jeopardise this relationship by using FoI                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
· Accessible transport is a huge issue across                                                   Scotland.  Disability groups need to be                                                     working with transport companies, local                                                  authorities and the Scottish Government on                                                    this area
· Disabled people face difficulties trying to access the justice system, police and courts etc.  More needs to be done to address this
· Inclusion Scotland is using Contact 100 to get more disabled people involved in activism.  Contact 100 is a forum run by Inclusion Scotland for disabled people to discuss key policy issues and achieve change.
Workshop 3:  Voting & it’s Challenges: Have Your Say

· Having friendly and approachable polling staff to provide assistance is just as important as any physical access
· A local authority representative said that templates for visually impaired people were not being used.  Why is this the case? 
· Some visually impaired people do not like using the template and would prefer for someone to vote on their behalf 
· Councils need to employ information workers on election days to make sure everyone understands the procedures.  This would be useful for people with learning difficulties 
· Young disabled people particularly need to be educated on voting and their rights
· Texting and online voting should be used in the future.  This is an option that many disabled people would welcome
· Participants wanted to know who the Electoral Commission is consulting with regarding accessibility at polling stations, and were keen to get involved
· Local authorities should put up posters at polling stations advising people how to comment on their experience
· Workers at the polling stations receive some equality training, but not a lot
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Many councils get disabled people to go in and test the polling stations before they open to the public 
The afternoon session started with a look at the                                                   Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) and Disability Equality                                           Duty (DED).  Bill Scott of Inclusion Scotland spoke about both                                                 Acts  and the upcoming changes to them.  The main points                                                    were: 

· Important changes are happening with the DDA. The                                   Westminster Government is replacing it with one single                                            Equality Act covering all areas of equality legislation,                                              including women and Black and Minority Ethnic etc
· The Government had promised that nobody would lose out                           under the new act.  However, in Inclusion Scotland’s experience in one area, the DED, the government is definitely levelling down
· The DED is a duty placed on public bodies (e.g. the NHS, local councils etc).  They have to draw up a Disability Equality Scheme indicating what they will do to address the needs of disabled people over time. The new public sector duty covering all the equalities strands, on the other hand, says that public bodies must consult, but  not necessarily engage with, disabled people
· People are urged to write to the UK Government about their concerns over the new act.  For more information on this, contact Inclusion Scotland.  This is one good way to demonstrate active citizenship

The audience then heard from campaigner Susan Archibald about her experiences as a disabled person and how she used various laws to bring about change.  Her main points were:
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It is difficult for non-disabled people to fully understand the                                          barriers that disabled people face

· Susan took Fife Council to court after being sacked when                                                                                         she became disabled.  She took her case to every court in                                 the land, including the House of Lords, and managed to                                    change employment laws for disabled people
· People are entitled to vote and it is time to encourage                                                   everyone to take up that right and become an active citizen
After hearing from both speakers, questions and discussion points were taken from the audience.  These following points were raised:
· There is a shortage of agencies offering advocacy and legal services to disabled people.  Susan Archibald is setting up the Archibald Foundation, the first disabled law centre in Scotland, to help with this
· Disabled people need educated on their rights under the DDA and how they can use them

· Local authorities and public bodies who are doing well under the DDA and DED should be praised and their efforts recognised
Anne MacLean then summed up the day.  She expressed hope that councils and other bodies present would take the issues raised on board and make voting for disabled people more accessible.  She also encouraged disabled people attending to get involved with Inclusion Scotland and the Electoral Reform Society Scotland to make their voices heard loud and clear.
Inclusion Scotland is taking these issues forward through our next edition of the ‘Manifesto for Inclusion.’  For more information on this or to find out how you can get involved, telephone 0141 887 7058; e-mail information@inclusionscotland.org or visit the website – www.inclusionscotland.org
For more information on the Electoral Reform Society visit the website - www.electoral-reform.org.uk, email Scotland@electoral-reform.org.uk or telephone 0141 227 3973. 
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