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Response to the Electoral Commission - ‘Consultation on
draft guidance for Returning Officers: Assistance with
voting for persons with disabilities’
1. Democracy Volunteers Preface
Democracy Volunteers is a UK-based election observation group which is accredited
by the UK’s Electoral Commission to independently observe elections in the UK. We
currently have over 300 accredited observers with many more on our roster for UK
election observation missions. We are a member of the Global Network of Domestic
Election Monitors which is the group set up at the United Nations to regulate and
accredit independent groups observing elections globally.
We regularly observe elections across the UK as well as in Europe, and North
America, with observer teams ranging from 4 to over 200+ short-term observers,
alongside expert teams of long-term observers, dependent on the electoral event
being observed. During our deployments, we can witness how the polling process is
managed and conducted, in practice, inside polling stations, at verification/counting
venues, and postal vote opening sessions. This is supplemented by the meetings we
conduct with relevant interlocutors including with electoral commissions,
government departments, local government officials, political parties, and the media.
We are independent and apolitical and aim to objectively assess the electoral process
with a view to improving the electoral process through recommendations based on
our observations.
In the UK we observe the regular May round of elections as well as parliamentary byelections and other electoral events such as referendums. We have recently observed
in the Netherlands, Denmark, and Gibraltar, and most recently in Sweden for the
2022 general elections. Many of our recommendations on how to improve the
electoral process for voters have been taken up by those respective governments.

2. Observation Rationale
A respected, accessible, and regular electoral process forms a central part of any
healthy democracy. Ensuring that as many eligible people as possible are able to
participate in the voting process is therefore essential.
The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Article 29, promotes the
right of equal participation and suffrage with non-disabled persons. The Article
highlights that state parties should: “ensure that voting procedures, facilities and
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materials are appropriate and easy to use for persons with disabilities; and protect
the rights of persons with disabilities to vote by secret ballot, stand for elections and
hold office as an elected representative” (United Nations, 2008). Additionally, both
Article 21 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 1990 Copenhagen
Agreement underline the importance of equal suffrage alongside free and fair
election processes.
Our Mission at Democracy Volunteers is to “improve the quality of democratic
elections, by advising those who legislate for, administer, and oversee elections to
enhance them for the benefit of voters”. We offer evidence to the consultation based
on the work that we have conducted concerning the accessibility of the voting
process to blind, and partially sighted people. This submission has been prepared by
our Director, Dr John Ault, and our Head of Operations, Harry Busz, with the support
and comments from some of our other electoral experts.
During the deployments to Greater London in 2021 and across the UK, the following
methodology was developed.
•

•
•

Focus groups to hear directly from blind and partially sighted voters about the
challenges they face when voting. These focus groups were conducted
collaboratively with London Vision.
Survey of blind and partially sighted voters across Greater London. We
received 33 full responses.
Polling day data collection from polling venues in Greater London, and across
the UK.

Both aforementioned deployment reports can be accessed via the Democracy
Volunteers website.

3. Observation Work Undertaken by Democracy Volunteers
Democracy Volunteers observed the London Mayoral and Assembly elections on the
6th May 2021. The observation and subsequent work sought to address three main
objectives:
1. “Assess the suitability of the current procedures of voting for blind and
partially sighted voters in Greater London.
2. To discover what voting aids blind and partially sighted people believed would
help them vote independently in polling stations.
3. To make recommendations on how the voting process can be improved for
blind and partially sighted voters in future.”
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The data collected and proposed recommendations for improving accessibility for
blind and partially sighted voters were outlined in a report by Democracy Volunteers
following the London Mayoral and Assembly elections (Ault & Busz, 2021). During
this election cycle, 48 Observers were deployed (all of whom accredited by the
Electoral Commission) across the Greater London area and visited a total of 523
polling stations. We believe that the conclusions drawn from London can provide an
accurate insight to similar challenges faced by blind and partially sighted voters
nation-wide.
During our 2022 UK election observation, our Observers were asked to collect
qualitative data regarding overall access to the polling station alongside specific data
relating to disabled voter access (Ault & Busz, 2022). This election saw approximately
200 Observers deployed to 1,723 polling stations across the UK. 972 Observers were
deployed in England, 436 in Northern Ireland, 285 in Scotland, and 30 in Wales.
These two reports will form the evidential basis for the proposed recommendations.

4. Data Presentation
4.1 Data from Polling Day Survey (Greater London, 2021)

4.1. Having entered the polling
station was it clear how disabled
voters would access the station?

Yes

No

Other

Question 4.1 (2021): Disabled access was generally good with over 79% of polling
stations having adequate access for disabled voters. When making their assessments
observers judged whether access was suitable for wheelchair users but also factors
such as the route to the polling station from the door being clear and easily to follow
and for signs aiding access. (N.523)
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4.2 Data from Polling Stations Across the UK (Local and Assembly Elections, 2022)

4.2. Having entered the polling
station was it clear how disabled
voters would access the station?

Yes

No

Other

Question 4.2 (2022): Disabled access was good in 1405 of the polling stations
observed. Some observers did note that step-free access was not always available, or
easy to use, at a very small number of polling stations. Some identified doors that
would be too heavy for wheelchair users to open independently and sometimes
equipment being placed poorly to limit access. (N.1633)
4.3 Data from Polling Day Survey (Greater London Blind & Partially Sighted Voters
2021)

4.3. Where was the TVD?

Desk

Table out of view

Floor

Not in View

Question 4.3 (2021): Observers were asked if a TVD was accessible in each polling
station. Worryingly in 45.5% of polling stations our observers reported there was not
a TVD that was identifiable and as such, voters would not know that this was
available to them even if this was in elections staffs’ election day packs. Where TVDs
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were present many were not on polling staffs’ desks and were instead on a table that
voters would not be able to see or on the floor behind the desk. The placement of
the TVD in the polling station is very important in ensuring it can be used by voters,
especially as our survey showed that over 25% of blind and partially sighted voters
did not know they existed. We encourage polling staff to put TVDs on their desk so
that voters are aware of their presence and to offer them to voters when appropriate.
(N.516)

4.4. Can you see the Large Print
Ballot Paper?

Yes - Desk

Yes - Wall

No

Other

Question 4.4 (2021): Large print ballot papers were present in the majority of
polling stations observed (83%). However, these were most commonly found on the
wall inside the polling station and not on the polling staffs’ desk where it could be
more easily inspected by partially sighted voters. Similarly, to TVDs, the Large Print
Ballot Paper should be on the polling staffs’ desk so that voters are aware of their
presence and should be offered to voters when appropriate. (N.518)
However, we observed in-person voting by a blind or partially sighted person on 13
occasions throughout the observation in Greater London. The process by which
Presiding Officers and Polling Station Staff aided blind or partially sighted voters was
not uniform. On some occasions, a magnifying glass was presented. On only one
occasion was a blind or partially sighted voter offered a large print ballot paper or
the use of a TVD.
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Light level observations undertaken by our observers showed that almost 20% of
polling stations did not have sufficient light (the area of the graph shaded pink).
‘Sufficient light’ is marked at a minimum of 100 lux and is the level of light which is
required for voters to see and comprehend signage and to complete their ballot
paper (the area of the graph shaded blue) (Health and Safety Executive, 1997). Good
lighting conditions have been highlighted through our meetings and surveys as a
crucial factor in allowing partially sighted persons to vote without assistance.
4.5 Qualitative Data from Survey of Blind and Partially Sighted Voters (Greater
London)
Prior to polling day, Democracy Volunteers surveyed 33 blind and partially sighted
voters from across Greater London. According to the Royal National Institute of Blind
People, (2022) approximately 7% of registered blind and partially sighted people use
braille. The majority of survey participants, 56.3%, could not read braille, 31.3% could
read it very well, and 12.5% could read braille to some extent.
The survey found that 56.3% of survey participants stated that they usually vote inperson, 40.6% opted to vote by post, and 3.1% of participants voted by proxy. For
those opting not to vote in-person, the most frequently provided explanations were
‘it’s just easier’, followed by ‘privacy’, and ‘safety due to COVID-19’.
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Approximately 63% of blind and partially sighted voters in the survey indicated that
they did not believe that they had a secret ballot under the current voting
arrangements. Survey participants were also asked to rate from ‘extremely bad’ (1) to
‘extremely good’ (10) the current voting arrangements in polling stations – including
the availability and use of a TVD and large print ballot papers. The mean response we
received was 3.8/10.
When the survey participants were asked what solutions they felt would best address
the difficulties in voting that they had described - the following suggestions were
made:
•
•
•
•
•

Large print version of the ballot paper in polling booths.
Magnifying glass tethered to each booth.
A dedicated assistant for blind/partially sighted voters.
Audio device to read candidates’ names alongside the TVD.
Better lighting in polling booths.

4.6 Data from Focus Groups with Blind and Partially Sighted Voters (Greater London)
The focus groups provided Democracy Volunteers with qualitative and experiential
evidence of blind and partially sighted persons voting experience.
Many focus group attendees explained that the TVD was inadequate in helping them
vote in secret. Audible information through a telephone service was highlighted as a
possible solution. Audible telephony voting services have been successfully
introduced in some European nations including Malta and Ireland. In the case of
Ireland, Democracy Volunteers have previously observed this practice in use by
voters.
Focus Group Participant A:

‘Choice is limited for blind and partially sighted people. Maybe you could ring up a
telephone line and get information audibly. It's about being more creative and
lobbying for some of those technologies that are in place right now rather than
spending millions.’
Several participants also noted their frustrating experiences inside polling stations.
On multiple occasions blind and partially sighted voters explained that Polling
Station Staff often appeared unaware of the TVD, how it functioned, and that large
print ballot papers were available for them to use. Furthermore, these alternative
voting arrangements were not routinely offered to blind and partially sighted votes.
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Focus Group Participant B:

‘Training of staff at the polling stations you can go in and ask for the tactile device
and they don't know what it is, they haven't got a clue, they know nothing about it.
They need to be aware of our needs.’
Registration and applications for postal and proxy votes was also highlighted as a
barrier to voting independently for blind and partially sighted persons. This resulted
in some participants not wanting to register to vote.
Focus Group Participant C:

‘I've been using the proxy system; however, the paperwork is inaccessible I can't do
this independently.’
The focus groups were held in 2020 and 2021 ahead of the London Mayoral and
London Assembly elections. The first survey was conducted at the offices of the
Thomas Pocklington Trust in London, and the second on Zoom.
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5. Proposed Recommendations
1. Polling Station Staff should undergo specific and detailed training of how to
assist blind and partially sighted voters in the polling station. This should
specifically include greater awareness and understanding of large print ballot
papers and TVDs.
2. The TVD and large print ballot paper should both be located visibly on the
Polling Station Staff’s desk. Both should be proactively offered to voters when
appropriate.
3. Lighting conditions in all polling booths must be consistently above the 100lux minimum (to ensure defined perception of detail for voters to cast their
vote). We recommend councils check lighting levels in proposed polling
station venues as part of their regular reviews of polling places at different
times of day ahead of polling day.
4. Disabled access to polling stations must be continually reviewed to ensure
that all polling stations have adequate access for disabled persons.
5. Large print ballot papers and tethered magnifying glasses should be available
in every disabled access polling booth.
6. Public pilot trials should be conducted to assess the effectiveness of a range
of improvements such as increased lighting, large print ballot papers in
polling booths, telephone services to aid voting, and wider use of magnifying
glass is already in place in polling booths.
7. Where Polling Station Staff are requested to assist a blind or partially sighted
voter, this should be accurately and comprehensively documented by Polling
Station Staff.
8. Simplify the registration process for applying to vote by proxy by ensuring
that individual voters are more easily able to understand and complete the
form themselves. We recognise that this is a change that the Commission
itself has proposed.

6. Conclusions
Blind and partially sighted voters continue to face challenges in all aspects of the
voting process. Most partially sighted voters would be assisted with better lighting
conditions and better deployment of the current equipment available in polling
stations which includes TVD’s and large print ballot papers.
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We would strongly encourage the UK Cabinet Office and the Electoral Commission,
in collaboration with the Devolved Administrations, to identify and implement novel
and effective methods to allow blind and partially sighted persons to vote
independently. This may include the use of an audible voting service. Furthermore, in
all polling stations accessibility for disabled voters should be a priority and under
constant review after every election cycle.
We welcome the changes outlined in the Elections Act which prescribe in law that all
Returning Officers take “all reasonable steps to provide support to people with
disabilities at polling stations”. We also fully support all of the measures that the
Electoral Commission has outlined in response to the Elections Act concerning
improving accessibility for blind and partially sighted, and disabled voters.
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