Polls Apart 4

Access to the General Election 2005 in the Midlands
“The ramp provided wasn’t suitable - unstable going over four steps and no access over a high step into the building. A large number of wheelchair users were using the polling station as it’s close to a college for disabled students - the officer suggests that wheelchair users vote outside!’”

Coventry South
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Polls Apart 4 – Midlands

Introduction

Polls Apart is a campaign to make Britain’s democracy accessible to disabled voters. At each General Election since 1992 disability campaigners have filled in a short access survey when they vote. Their findings form part of Scope’s Polls Apart evaluation of disabled people’s access to the democratic process. 

At the 2005 General Election the overarching Polls Apart campaign evaluated access to postal voting as well as voting at a polling station and also looked specifically at the experiences of voters with learning impairments. 

For the first time we have also produced regional Polls Apart reports to highlight the regional differences in accessibility and consider access in the context of specific regional circumstances. This report focuses on access to polling stations in the Midlands. 

Full results and analysis for the 2005 General Election across the UK, including evaluations of access to postal voting and access for voters with learning impairments, can be found in the Polls Apart 4 report available on-line at www.pollsapart.org.uk or from Scope’s Library and Information Unit (for contact details see inside front cover).

Access in the Midlands

Campaigners returned surveys for 229 polling stations in the Midlands. Of these, only 52 met our basic accessibility requirements meaning that 75% of polling stations had one or more serious access barrier that could prevent a disabled voter voting independently. 

This compares to 68% of polling stations nationwide that failed our basic access test.

 Polls Apart survey results – Midlands

Overall Accessible
	
	Accessible polling stations 
	Total polling stations
	% of accessible polling stations 

	Midlands
	52
	229
	25

	UK wide
	658
	2,055
	32


Breakdown of Midlands results

229 polling stations were surveyed in the Midlands

	Questions
	Yes

Midlands
	Yes 

UK Wide

	Is the polling station less than 1 mile from where you live?
	76% 
	84% 

	Is there designated parking for disabled voters close to the polling station?
	35% 
	39% 

	Is there level access into the polling station? 
	59% 
	60% 

	If there is a ramp to improve access is it appropriately designed?
	65% 
	63% 

	Is there level access inside the polling station and can a disabled person move around easily and safely?
	86% 
	87% 

	Is there a low-level polling booth?
	54% 
	65% 

	Is there a large print version of the ballot paper on display?
	66% 
	70% 

	Is there a tactile voting device to help visually impaired voters vote independently? 
	77% 
	68% 

	Is the polling station well-lit?
	88% 
	87% 

	Are polling station staff helpful and friendly?
	94% 
	96% 


Midlands results by constituency*
	Constituency
	Surveys returned 
	% Accessible 

	Coventry North West
	9
	0

	Coventry South
	8
	0

	North Shropshire
	8
	63

	Nottingham East
	11
	46

	Nottingham North
	11
	36

	Redditch 
	10
	10

	Rugby and Kenilworth
	10
	60

	Shrewsbury & Atcham
	15
	13

	Solihull
	17
	0

	Telford
	9
	66

	Wrekin
	11
	81


*Only constituencies in which eight or more polling stations were surveyed are listed.

Key observations

Access in the Midlands

Positives

This year has seen an increase in the use of poorly designed and unsafe ramps. At this election 37% of ramps used across the UK were inappropriately designed compared to 35% in the Midlands. Though the Midlands performed slightly better than the UK average these findings suggest that temporary ramps are widely being used as an inappropriate alternative to permanent access adjustments. As poorly designed ramps are dangerous and do nothing to improve access it is vital that that this trend is reversed.

The attitudes of polling station staff towards disabled voters and the way staff provide support to vote can make a huge difference to a disabled person’s experience of voting so it was very positive that 94% of polling station staff were helpful and friendly in the Midlands.

77% of polling stations surveyed in the Midlands provided a tactile voting device. This is significantly better than the national average of 68%. The tactile voting device enables some voters with visual and coordination impairments to mark their ballot paper independently and therefore cast their vote in secret. This is also a legal requirement under the Representation of the People Act so it is still concerning that 23% of polling stations in the Midlands were breaking the law.

Negatives

The Midlands performed poorly in relation to other regions of the UK with 75% of polling stations failing the Polls Apart basic access test compared to 68% nationally. 

59% of polling stations in the Midlands had level access, compared to 60% UK wide. This prompts serious questions about the extent to which service providers are complying with the October 2004 Disability Discrimination Act duties. To make matters worse many disabled people reported that many buildings did in fact have ramps or accessible entrances but that these were locked away or not used. 

Only 54% of polling stations in the Midlands had low-level ballot booths compared to 68% nationwide. Low-level ballot booths guarantee privacy for wheelchair users and disabled and older voters who may need to sit down to vote and are one of the simplest ways to improve access at a polling station.

Conclusion

Whichever way we look at it access to polling stations in the Midlands is still poor. 75% of polling stations in the region failed our basic access test. This means that many disabled people in the Midlands would have found it difficult or impossible to vote at the General Election 2005. 

The UK wide Polls Apart 2005 evaluation results were very disappointing revealing that the number of accessible polling stations has only improved by 1% since 2001. Though the Midlands region performed better in some areas than the nationwide average it is extremely concerning that in some areas performance was significantly worse than the national average. 

Most of our recommendations in this report are very simple and can be adopted in every polling station with minimum cost. Others will take more time and involve a genuine commitment from local authorities to working with disabled people to create a voting system that doesn’t disenfranchise them.

Scope believes that the current voting system cannot meet the range of access needs of all voters. We are calling on Government to continue to pilot new e-voting systems with a view to rolling out multi-channel voting in the next five years. Without this commitment to increased choice and flexibility within our electoral system disabled people will continue to be second class citizens who are expected to vote in the street, let someone else complete their secret ballot or not vote at all. However, until multi-channel voting becomes a reality, local authorities have a crucial role to play in making the current system work to deliver accessible, inclusive elections.

Recommendations 

· Ensure polling station staff and disabled voters have a formal opportunity to report access barriers and bad experiences at elections and ensure recommendations for access improvements, including recommendations for new polling stations, are acted on before the next election.

· Ensure all polling station staff receive disability equality training including full training in using the tactile voting device.

· Do not use temporary structures such as caravans, tents or portacabins as polling stations as these frequently have multiple access problems. Investigate less traditional venues like shops, pubs and offices which are often more accessible.

· Support Scope in lobbying central Government to replace funding for temporary ramps with funding towards the cost of permanent ramps.

· Ensure every polling station has a tactile voting device, a large print copy of the ballot paper and a low-level polling booth and ballot box.

· Ensure all Local Authority owned and run premises are compliant with Part III of the Disability Discrimination Act.

· Provide an Election Helpline contactable by telephone, textphone and email at every election.

“Staff were very eager to help.  Said that they would set up the 'tactile' voting device before a visually impaired person came so that they would not have to wait.”

Solihull

“Very strange! In effect two polling stations in one building. One had standard booth, the other had two standard and two low-level. If a voter from the 1st station wants to use a low-level booth they are allowed. Staff said they would assist the person themselves. I suggested that they should use one low-level booth in each station but they didn't think there was any need for that.”

Telford

“Busy road only available parking - not designated for disabled people. Had to cross a very busy road to get to polling station. Wheelchair access into building locked as a playgroup was in process until midday.”

Coventry North West

“A man with reduced mobility was offered the chance for the officer to go out to his car to allow him to vote!  Not very confidential!”

South Shropshire

“Very confusing access/egress to this building.  Although parking was very close to the building access to front entrance was by three steps and wheelchair users were at a loss to know where to go due to no signage. Not a suitable venue.”

Shrewsbury & Atcham

“There is a ramp and you ring the bell but the people at the polling station were not aware of the bell let alone a ramp.”

Coventry North West
Polls Apart is a campaign to make democracy accessible to disabled voters.

Scope’s aim is that disabled people achieve equality: a society in which they as valued, and have the same human and civil rights as everyone else.

Scope is a Registered Charity
<Scope logo>

<TTGE logo>

This report is available in alternative formats on request.
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