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Introduction

Vision Australia is providing this submission to the Inquiry into the 2025 Federal Election in order to draw attention to the voting experiences of people who are blind or have low vision. We would be happy to provide further information if the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters so requests.

Being able to participate fully and independently in the political process is one of the basic rights asserted by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (Article 29). Australia signed and ratified the Convention in 2008, yet Australians who are blind or have low vision are still not able to participate in many aspects of the political process on an equal basis with the rest of the community.

In the 2007 Australian federal election, a limited number of accessible voting terminals were provided at selected polling places to allow people who were blind or had low vision to vote independently and in secret. This voting option was not continued in subsequent federal elections, and was replaced by human-assisted telephone voting involving the use of call centre staff to complete and lodge ballot papers on behalf of people who are blind or have low vision. This is the bespoke voting option that was available for the 2025 federal election, as it was in previous Federal elections.

Limitations to Human-Assisted Telephone Voting

Vision Australia and other organisations in the blindness and low vision sector are unwavering in our strong view that human-assisted telephone voting, used in isolation, does not, and cannot, offer a way for people who are blind or have low vision to cast an independent, secret and verifiable vote. 

The lack of progress in providing more equitable voting options represents a persistent failure by politicians and bureaucrats to embrace the principles of access and full inclusion that are fundamental to the 222 recommendations in the Final Report of the Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability. Many of these principles are also promoted by Australia’s Disability Strategy and most comprehensively articulated in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, but they have yet to find full expression in Australia’s electoral processes.

Nevertheless, the continuation of human-assisted telephone voting in federal elections since 2010 has provided some access to voting for many (but not all) people who are blind or have low vision. Following the 2025 federal election, Vision Australia conducted a survey to collect data about the voting experiences of people who are blind or have low vision, including experiences using the Blind and Low Vision Telephone Voting Service provided by the Australian Electoral Commission (AEC). This survey was similar to the one we conducted following the 2022 Federal election, which allowed us to compare several aspects of the voting experience in the two elections. Key results from the survey are presented and discussed below. 

Survey Results and Discussion

The foundation of Vision Australia’s systemic advocacy is the experiences and views of Australians who are blind or have low vision. Client surveys are an important way of capturing those experiences and views. We have conducted a number of post-election surveys, and these have informed our submissions to State and Federal inquiries.

We designed a comprehensive, 31-question online survey to capture experiences with all aspects of the electoral process. Many of the questions were identical to those used in the survey we conducted after the 2022 Federal election, and these were supplemented by some questions that asked respondents to compare their experiences voting in the 2022 and 2025 elections.

We promoted the survey extensively through our client newsletters, social media channels and other networks. The survey collected a range of demographic data, including each respondent’s level and duration of blindness or vision impairment, whether they experience additional disabilities, and their geographical location. The majority of the survey questions focused on various aspects of the voting process: how respondents cast a vote, how satisfied they were with the overall experience, whether they had any difficulties accessing election-related information in accessible formats, and whether they had suggestions for improvements. A series of questions focused specifically on experiences with the Blind and Low Vision Telephone Voting Service.

The survey was open for around a month from mid-May until mid-June 2025, and received 77 completed responses. Our 2022 post-election survey received 113 responses, and while the lower number of responses for the 2025 survey was a little disappointing, we think it is largely the result of “consultation fatigue” due to the increased number of consultations, inquiries and surveys that compete for people’s energy and attention. If time and resources had allowed us to offer the survey via telephone as well as online, we would most likely also have received a greater number of responses, because we know from previous research that there is a considerable number of people who are blind or have low vision, particularly in older age groups, who typically find it more difficult to complete online activities. 

Of the 77 responses, around 25% were from people who identified as having low vision, while the rest were from people who said they were either totally blind (47%) or “legally” blind (27% - a category based on visual acuity that is used as an eligibility criterion for various State/Territory and Commonwealth benefits). Approximately 53% of respondents had been blind or had low vision since birth, while around 35% had been blind or had low vision for more than five years. Respondents ranged in age from 18-24 to 85 and older, with 29% of respondents in the 55-64 age range and 19% in the 65-74 range. Most respondents (77%) live in metropolitan areas, while the rest live in rural or regional areas.

Approximately one-third (33.77%) of respondents said that they experience additional disabilities, with hearing impairments being the most prevalent. Other conditions included mobility and physical disabilities, neurological and cognitive conditions, autism, cerebral palsy, chronic illnesses, and mental health conditions. The extent and range of additional disabilities is consistent with our previous survey findings, and provides clear evidence that the blind and low vision community is very diverse, just as the rest of the community is very diverse; people have unique needs that are rarely met through a “one size fits all” approach. Having a range of options available in particular contexts will ensure that the maximum number of people will be able to benefit.

In the 2025 federal election, around 10% of respondents voted in person prior to election day (compared with 13% in 2022), while around 13% voted in person on election day (compared with 12% in 2022). About 15% of survey respondents said that they voted via postal vote (down from 17% in 2022). This leaves approximately 61% who used the Blind and Low Vision Telephone Voting Service (up from 57% in 2022). The small change in voting patterns between the 2022 and 2025 elections is probably more the result of the 2022 election being conducted in the shadow of the COVID pandemic, than an emerging trend. 

Regardless of any changes in voting pattern, it is clear that voting in person, either prior to or on election day, is still the preferred voting option for a significant number of people who are blind or have low vision. It is therefore important that the AEC continues to provide and enhance support by staff to assist in-person voters who are blind or have low vision, and that it also assesses and provides information about such factors as lighting levels and navigation/wayfinding assistance at polling places.

We asked respondents to rate their overall experience using their chosen voting method. While most respondents (74% rated their experience positively, a significant number (over 25%) did not. This suggests that there is room for improvement. While current voting methods work well for many, greater accessibility and inclusion are needed to ensure a positive experience for all voters who are blind or have low vision.

Blind and Low Vision Telephone Voting Service

The Blind and Low Vision Telephone Voting Service has been available in six federal elections. As far as we know, the survey we conducted after the 2022 federal election was the first systematic attempt to evaluate its uptake, effectiveness and reception by the blind and low vision community. Usage of the service after 15 years is still only 61%, and we are not aware of any reason to suppose that it has seen the exponential growth that was evident in the usage of the iVote platform in NSW. Usage of the service did increase slightly from 57% in 2022 to 61% in 2025, and it remains to be seen whether this is a trend that continues in future federal elections.

Respondents who said that they did use the Blind and Low Vision Telephone Voting Service were asked to rate their experience with registering for the service on a 10-point scale from Extremely Negative to Extremely Positive. Around 93% of service users rated their experience with the registration process as positive (6-10 on the 10-point rating scale). This is down slightly from 95% in 2022, and combined with the 2.1% of respondents who found the experience of registering to be extremely negative, it should send a message that more needs to be done to improve this part of the voter experience.

Users of the service were next asked to rate their experience of choosing and submitting their voting preferences. 89% of respondents rated their overall experience as positive. The 4% difference between registration and actual voting suggests that there is a greater degree of user satisfaction when registering to use the service than there is in actually using it to cast a vote, although it is worth noting that in 2022 the corresponding figure was 86%. Conversely, 11% of users found the experience of choosing their voting preferences to be negative, which, again, strongly suggests that more needs to be done to improve the service.

We asked service users how confident they were that their vote was secret. Almost 15% of respondents indicated that they were not confident. This is down from almost 25% in 2022, but is still, in our view, an unacceptable figure that would lead to urgent action if it were replicated across the whole community. An inherent, inescapable and inevitable limitation of any human-assisted telephone voting is that it is not, and cannot be, secret, in the sense that in order to use it a voter has to disclose their voting preferences verbally to another person. While there are separate registration and voter recording processes that aim to minimise the risk of identifying individual voters, it is nonetheless easy to appreciate situations in which there is a higher risk. For example, if a person who is blind or has low vision is acquainted with call centre staff, or if they live close to where the call centre is located, or if they live in a rural or regional area where there are only a few voters who are blind or have low vision, then they may well have legitimate concerns about the secrecy of using the service. No system that relies on human interaction, especially one that comprises several components, can be guaranteed free from error. We therefore strongly believe that measures designed to improve the secrecy, and the perception of secrecy, of the blind and low vision telephone voting services are overdue. The tradition of the secret electoral ballot is very strong in Australia, and one reason for the high satisfaction with iVote in NSW is that it did ensure a secret vote for people who chose to use either the automated telephone keypad or online voting option.

In response to the next question about whether service users were confident that their voting preferences had been recorded and submitted correctly, over 14% of respondents said that they were not. While this figure is down from 20% in 2022, it is still unacceptably high, and reflects the difficulty that many voters have keeping track of their preferences when they have to rely on someone on the phone to record them, and also because a voter has no independent way of verifying that their vote has actually been submitted.

The next question asked respondents whether there were any aspects of the Blind and Low Vision Telephone Voting Service that they found especially challenging or inconvenient, with an option to provide specific details. 46% of respondents indicated that there were, up, significantly, from 34% in 2022. Areas that were highlighted as challenging or inconvenient included:

1. Registration and System Errors. Several users experienced issues with failed registrations or being matched with an incorrect electorate.

"Originally, they had me in the wrong electoral division. I reported the problem and had to register a second time."

"Firstly I had to register twice as the first time I didn't receive my registration code."

2. Operator Communication and Competency. Some callers found it difficult to understand operators or felt staff lacked adequate training.

"The person who took my vote did not have English as their primary language, which	 made it sometimes hard to understand."

"The lady...could not pronounce any of the candidate names...the lady witnessing had to correct her."

3. Lack of Confidence and Transparency. Concerns were raised about whether votes were recorded correctly, and about the presence of witnesses.

"Even tho I told the person what I wanted, I can not be sure it was done correctly."

"The process was not independent, it was not secret, and it certainly was not verifiable."

4. Difficulty Navigating the Voting Process. Voters felt they needed extensive preparation and support to vote confidently.

"I had to be very aware of the candidates, parties, how to vote card etc before I called."

"I wasn’t sure how to nominate my preferences...this was of great concern to me."

5. Access and Timing Limitations. Limited service hours and difficulty locating the correct phone number were noted.

"The phone number to register and cast your vote was difficult to find."

"Somewhat challenging to juggle registration with work commitments." 

Overall, the results of our 2025 survey repeat those of our 2022 survey, i.e., that although it does offer some important and convenient access to the voting process that must be preserved, a human-assisted telephone option alone does not offer independence, secrecy or verifiability at a level that is consistent with community expectations. Moreover, after 15 years of operation, the service is still in need of a co-designed refresh, with a particular focus on staff training and user experience. 

Choice of Voting Method

We next asked respondents whether there were any factors related to their disability that influenced their choice of voting method. Almost 73% of respondents said that there were. Factors that influenced choice of voting method included:

1. Inaccessibility of polling places. Respondents cited difficulties navigating physical polling locations due to vision, mobility, or anxiety-related issues.

“Managing polling booths is beyond my abilities.”

“Last time I couldn't find where to go to vote and spent over 1 hour looking for the entrance.”

“Lack of direct lighting in pre-poll voting booths.”

2. Inability to complete paper ballots independently. Many voters were unable to read or fill out printed ballot papers without assistance.

“Impossible to see ballot paper if not home with a magnifier.”

“I cannot complete a ballot paper independently and didn't want to ask a friend or support worker.”

“Unable to complete paper ballot, on the day or by post.”

3. Transport and mobility limitations. A number of respondents were unable to travel to polling locations easily or safely.

“I can't see to drive so I needed to be taken to the polling place by someone else.”

“It would have been painful to walk to and from the polling station.”

“I don't drive and figured it's much easier to get the papers sent to me.”

4. Telephone voting as the most accessible or practical option. Despite some limitations, telephone voting was considered the easiest or most empowering method for many.

“As a blind person, the telephone voting system offered the highest degree of ability to have a secret, independent and verifiable vote.”

“Despite some inconveniences, the assisted telephone voting was still the most accessible voting method available.”

“Being blind and having a hearing impairment... the telephone voting service is the least worst option.”

Availability of Electoral Information

As has been the case with previous federal elections, Vision Australia was contracted by the AEC to produce a range of electoral information, including candidate lists, in audio, braille, electronic text (which were provided on a USB drive or sent by email), and large print formats. The agreed process was for voters to contact the AEC to order any of these formats, for the AEC to then send Vision Australia the order, and for Vision Australia to then fulfil and dispatch the order to the voter.

In our survey we asked a number of questions about people’s experiences obtaining and using this accessible information.

Despite extensive promotion of the availability of this accessible electoral information, about 23% of survey respondents said that they did not know about it. This is down from 36% in 2022, but again suggests that in future federal elections it will be important to explore additional ways of disseminating information in the blind and low vision community.

About 16% of respondents requested election information in an accessible format, up from 10% in 2022. This suggests that there is an increasing appreciation of the value of having information available in accessible formats.

Of those who requested election information in accessible formats, almost 77% did not experience any difficulties obtaining or using it. This is the reverse of the situation in the 2022 election, where almost 70% of those who requested accessible information did encounter difficulties. However, even the figure of 23% who did encounter difficulties is much too high for a process that should be quite straightforward. Issues included materials that were not compatible with screen reading software or required reformatting, as well as a lack of awareness among AEC staff about available accessible formats and how to request them. We are aware of two voters who contacted the AEC call centre only to be told that there was no information available in any accessible format.

Given that there was a clear and easy to understand process in place for requesting accessible information, it is difficult to understand why AEC staff were not aware of it. It still seems the case, as it was in 2022, that more effective staff training needs to be implemented.

Comparisons with Voting in the 2022 Election

Over 97% of survey respondents said that they had also voted in the 2022 election, and 84% said that they used the same voting method in both the 2022 and 2025 elections. Voters changed their method for the 2025 Federal election due to factors such as convenience, accessibility, or previous negative experiences. Some switched from postal voting because it was stressful or eligibility had changed, while others chose the Blind and Low Vision Telephone Voting Service because it was “far more accessible.” Issues like being listed in the wrong electorate caused frustration and led some to vote in person instead. Others simply wanted a quicker or more independent voting process.

Most respondents (68%) felt that their voting experience in both elections was about the same, while 13% felt that the experience of voting in the 2025 election was better than voting in the 2022 election. However, what is more concerning is that 21% of respondents felt that the voting experience was worse in the 2025 election. If Australia is moving towards a more equitable and inclusive society, it should not be the case that more people are finding the voting experience getting worse rather than better, and in our view there is a clear need for a fundamental rethink of how accessibility supports are provided to assist people who are blind or have low vision to engage fully with the voting process.

Suggestions for Improvement

The final question in our post-election survey asked people if they had any suggestions for how the voting experience could be improved in future elections. Respondents offered various suggestions, focusing on accessibility, convenience, clarity, and safety. Specific suggestions include:

1. Expand and Improve Alternative Voting Methods. Reintroduce or enhance online voting for independence and privacy.

“I would like to go back to being able to cast my vote online, it was the most convenient and had no other person dealing with the ballot.”

2. Improve telephone voting reliability and extend hours.
 
“A more reliable telephone system would be better... it was giving people the wrong electorate.”

3. Explore automated electronic or keypad voting to guarantee secrecy.

“Voting by telephone keypad or electronically so that my vote is secret, independent, and verifiable, like everyone else’s is.”

4. Provide Accessible Voting Materials and Formats. Increase awareness and availability of large print, Braille, and screen reader–friendly materials.

 	“Let it be known we can request a larger print form to fill in, I was not aware of this.”
 	
“Making Braille ballot papers available would be a big help.”

5. Enhance Information, Communication, and Training. Promote accessibility options and candidate lists clearly.

“More information sent around or posted in social media about accessibility options and accessible voting centres.”

6. Ensure election staff have good language skills and training.

“It’s important that the people you speak to on the phone have good language skills. Misinterpretations need to be avoided.”

7. Simplify Ballots and Voting Procedures. Consider simplifying preferential voting and ballot markings.

 	“Getting rid of preferential voting would make things much simpler.”

“Ticks instead of crosses makes more sense in the boxes as they are universal symbols.”

8. Maintain and Improve Telephone Voting Service. Keep telephone voting available and improve witness procedures.

 	“Just keep the telephone method as an option. It’s much appreciated.”
 	
“The witness should not listen to the call, and should be enlisted as a fresh pair of eyes to read back the voting preferences only after they have been recorded.”

9. Improve Safety and Physical Accessibility at Polling Places. Enhance wheelchair access, signage, lighting, and venue safety.

“Wheelchair access was also pretty horrible, a Bunnings ramp to go up some steps after having to cross a grassed area isn’t good enough.”

 	“Better lighting in polling stations.”

“Numerous vehicles parked on and across the footpath... I had to walk on the road... terribly unsafe.”

10. Locate pre-poll stations near public transport and parking for convenience.

11.	Positive Feedback. Some voters feel the system is improving.

 “No, I think you guys have it nailed, well done!”

Vision Australia and other organisations in the blindness and low vision sector are well-known for our unwavering and long-standing support for electronic voting (telephone keypad and online) to be added to telephone-assisted voting to provide people who are blind or have low vision with a truly independent, secret and verifiable vote. The failure to make progress in this area should not prevent other suggestions from being explored and implemented. For example, Vision Australia and other organisations have argued for some time that the “witness” used in telephone-assisted voting should not listen to the entire call, but should be engaged only after a voter has had their preferences notated. As a respondent noted above, this would give a “fresh pair of eyes” to the process and increase voter confidence. However, the AEC have advised that such an arrangement is not possible within the current legislative framework. We therefore recommend that the Committee explore options for amending the legislation to allow this suggestion to be implemented.


About Vision Australia

Vision Australia is the largest national provider of services to people who are blind, deafblind, or have low vision in Australia. We are formed through the merger of several of Australia’s most respected and experienced blindness and low vision agencies, celebrating our 150th year of operation in 2017.

Our vision is that people who are blind, deafblind, or have low vision will increasingly be able to choose to participate fully in every facet of community life. To help realise this goal, we provide high-quality services to the community of people who are blind, have low vision, are deafblind or have a print disability, and their families. 

Vision Australia service delivery areas include: registered provider of specialist supports for the NDIS and My Aged Care Aids and Equipment, Assistive/Adaptive Technology training and support, Seeing Eye Dogs, National Library Services, Early childhood and education services, and Feelix Library for 0-7 year olds, employment services, production of alternate formats, Vision Australia Radio network, and national partnership with Radio for the Print Handicapped, Spectacles Program for the NSW Government, Advocacy and Engagement. We also work collaboratively with Government, businesses and the community to eliminate the barriers our clients face in making life choices and fully exercising rights as Australian citizens.

Vision Australia has unrivalled knowledge and experience through constant interaction with clients and their families, of whom we provide services to more than 30,000 people each year, and also through the direct involvement of people who are blind or have low vision at all levels of our organisation. Vision Australia is well placed to advise governments, business and the community on challenges faced by people who are blind or have low vision fully participating in community life. 

We have a vibrant Client Reference Group, with people who are blind or have low vision representing the voice and needs of clients of our organisation to the board and management. 

Vision Australia is also a significant employer of people who are blind or have low vision, with 15% of total staff having vision impairment. 
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