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1
INTRODUCTION 
One in five of the electorate has a disability, based on Electoral Office figures for the total electorate
 that means there are 239,144 voters in Northern Ireland who may require information in accessible formats.  
In 2005 Disability Action along with Scope (England and Wales) and Capability Scotland undertook a literature review of the accessibility for people with disabilities of information relating to voting at Westminster Elections.

In 2010, and in response to a request from the Northern Ireland Assembly’s All Party Group on Disability, an event was organised by Disability Action and Mencap to highlight the barriers that people with disabilities face in relation to accessing information related to the electoral process.  The event highlighted findings from the 2005 report and heard directly the experiences of disabled people.  The audience included disabled people and their organisations, political party representatives and Electoral Office for Northern Ireland representatives.

Working in partnership with Mencap NI and RNIB, who were running campaigns in relation to accessibility for the elections, it was agreed to monitor the outcome of the event and any subsequent meetings.

This report outlines the research methods used, the findings from that research, our conclusions and three recommendations for political parties to adopt at the earliest opportunity.

It should be noted that RNIB, Mencap and Disability Action offered to meet all political parties to advise them directly on how to make information accessible to people with disabilities.

2
METHODOLOGY
2.1
Review of Election Material

Volunteers and staff were asked to collect election materials from their home addresses so that leaflets and publications were considered from as many constituencies and parties as possible.


A number of volunteers either called or emailed political party offices to ask for copies of manifestos in alternative formats such as audio or large print.


Printed materials were audited against a number of key areas (see appendix 1). 
2.2
Party Election of Broadcasts (PEBs)

At least one PEB from each party was considered.

The measurements used included the level of music over speech, the availability of contact details and if these were audible as well as visual, the availability of subtitles and how easy the information was to understand. 
2.3
Focus Groups

A number of focus groups were held with people with disabilities to investigate their experiences of the election.

2.4
Polls Apart Survey

A number of questions were included in the Polls Apart survey which related directly to the accessibility of information.

3
FINDINGS
3.1
Party Election Leaflets

None of the printed materials provided by political parties met all the requirements of the audit. 

In most cases corporate branding had been applied to the format of the leaflet. The area of concern is that when this corporate branding has been sent to constituency areas there is great variation between the font sizes, layouts and language used.


Some of the leaflets corporate design meant that they would be intrinsically inaccessible, for example, because of corporate colours used or the design.


The main areas of concern across all party materials are as follows:
Typeface
· 54% did not have font size 12pt or above

· 46% did not use arial or similar clear font
· 71% did not have good contrast between the text and background colour.
· 19% did not have text left aligned

· 49% had a mixed style of fonts
Layout
· 40% did not have a clear layout

· 46% did not have images that were easy to understand

· 12% did not have images separate to text

· 12% were not easy to unfold

· 52% did not have captions to explain images in font 12pt or above
Language
· 56% did not use language that was clear/easy to understand

· 35% did not explain acronyms used within the document
· 52% did not use pictures to help explain the content of the document
Other considerations
· 71% did not have advice on how to get information in other formats

· 49% did not provide a range of ways to contact the party.
· Many leaflets provided information on the types of ID that could be used at the polling station.  However, most of these lists did not include the full list of IDs, for example, they did not include the use of a Blind Person’s Smartpass.
3.2
Party Election Broadcasts (PEBs)
One PEB from each Political Party was evaluated and feedback was also received from some of the focus groups.

None of the PEBs considered had subtitles, none used sign language and not all had contact details so that people could contact the party for further information.

Focus group feedback indicated that some people thought PEBs were a good way to get information about what each of the parties stood for.  However, in some of the PEBs people spoke to quickly and participants felt that walking when talking was distracting.  Participants also said that too much jargon was used which made some information hard to understand.  One suggestion was that if there were themes then it would be helpful to put a word up on screen describing the theme.

3.3
Availability of Information in Accessible Formats

3.31
Audio/Large Print Requests

A number of requests were made to political parties for large print and audio copies of their manifestos.  Only three of the five parties contacted were able to send information in the format requested.  Of these only one would be deemed to be of a suitable quality and format for someone who is blind or visually impaired.
It is not good practice to simply photocopy or enlarge the manifesto onto A3 for large print.  Two parties had sent information in this way and the document was large and had not even been bound.  Another party had sent information in large print and had made a conscious effort to ensure that it was in the same format as the original artwork and had been appropriately bound.
One party directed the person making their enquiry to a large print copy of their manifesto available on their website and should be commended for this.

One audio version of a party manifesto arrived after the election had taken place.

3.32
Easy Read

It was not clear if any political party had made information available in Easy Read but from researching party websites and printed materials there is no indication that any information was provided in Easy Read.
3.33
RNIB Audio CD

One of the issues with alternative formats is very often they are only available on request.  As most political party information is distributed through the post then people may be not be aware that the information is available in another format and are not receiving information in an as equitable a way as non-disabled people.

In order to address this inequity RNIB approached all political parties in Northern Ireland to see if they would participate in an audio CD that would be sent to a mailing list of people who usually receive information in audio format.  As RNIB, like all charities, has to remain political neutral, all political parties would need to take part.  RNIB had to ensure that the parties paid the full cost of the CD as otherwise it could have been deemed a donation to a political party.
This proposal was put to all the political parties and only through the determination of the team at RNIB was the CD produced.  The audio CD contained messages from all the main political parties and was posted using RNIB’s distribution channels.

The feedback from the focus groups and the Polls Apart survey was very positive; all those who had received it had found it beneficial and welcomed the fact that they had been able to receive information in a format which was suitable for them.
However, one person commented that although they welcomed the audio CD it was a pity that the political parties had not come up with the idea themselves and that RNIB had to take the initiative to ensure that people could get information in a suitable way.
3.4
Other Feedback
Only half of the participants in one focus group felt that the information given out by political parties helped them make a decision.
People thought that it would better if the photos on leaflets explained what the person was talking about, for example, putting a picture of school children against text about education.

Quite a lot of the people though the writing was hard to understand and in a lot of cases too small.

Participants liked the fact that the leaflets told you what to bring to the polling station and that there was a photo of the candidate and their name in big letters.

Most of the information that was received was through the post and leaflets handed out by canvassers.  People said they would have liked to see parties send information in audio at the same time as the printed materials.
3.5
Feedback from Political Parties
All the political parties were offered the opportunity to engage with at least one of the organisations involved in this study to help assist them to make their information more accessible to people with disabilities.
Not all political parties took up this offer. However, those that did provided information which was significantly more accessible to many disabled people.

Engaging with these parties it provided an opportunity to hear about the barriers they faced in trying to make information more accessible.  In most cases the biggest barrier was the lack of knowledge and skills within the party on how to make information accessible.

Cost was also seen as one of the barriers to political parties.  A number of parties raised the issue of allowed costs per elector and how this would impact on the cost of producing accessible information.  A suggestion was made that candidates should be allowed additional expenditure to allow for costs in providing accessible information.
3.6
Expenditure Available to Political Parties in Northern Ireland
To better understand the finances available to political candidates and parties during the election we looked at the guidance provided by the Electoral Commission.

The expenditure rules for campaigns
and candidates
 are published by the Electoral Commission ahead of any UK Parliamentary General Election. In the candidates guidance, there are two specific periods for campaigns, the long campaign and the short campaign.  The short campaign begins when the person officially becomes a candidate and the long campaign refers to the period before the election is called.  In both these cases the maximum expenditure per parliamentary elector was as follows:

· 5p per parliamentary elector in a borough constituency
· 7p per parliamentary elector in a county constituency

In the long campaign, the maximum sum was £25,000 plus the above and in the short campaign was £7,150 plus the above. 

In relation to the campaign budget for the party in the 2010 General Election in Northern Ireland a party could spend up to £30,000 multiplied by the number of seats contested in that party. 

It should be noted that expenses can be split over the party campaign and the candidate campaign, for example, the contents of a leaflet may be divided equally between the candidate campaign and party the campaign.  In this case, half the cost of the leaflet would be counted towards the candidate’s election expenses. 

So for a political party putting forward candidates in all 18 Northern Ireland constituencies the expenditure limits would be 18 x £30,000 = £540,000.

For a candidate standing in North Belfast the expenditure limits would be 65380 x £0.05 = £3269.00.  This is then added to the permitted sum in the long period (£25,000) giving £28,269.  In the short period the figure would be £7150 + £3269 giving £10419.
Candidates are allowed to send out some election material to all addresses in th1983) constituency through the Royal Mail but free of postal charges (Section 91 Representation of People Act .  RNIB was unable to secure a parallel agreement for its audio CD, or for some similar mailings for individual candidates.  Therefore postal charges had to be passed on to the parties, thus increasing the overall price they had to pay for this service.  Talks should be held with Royal Mail to overcome this issue for 2011 elections.
4.0
CONCLUSIONS 
It is clear from the audit of materials, the requests made to political parties for alternative formats, and the focus groups that many people with disabilities were not able to access information from political parties in a format that suited their needs in the run up to the General Election of 2010.
This is particularly remarkable in one of the focus groups where only half of those participating felt that the information they had received from political parties had helped them make a decision.  In this group nearly all the participants were first-time voters.
The question therefore must be raised about how are people with disabilities are able to make an informed choice when voting in elections.

The Count Us In Project, which was recently completed by Disability Action, worked to increase awareness of the democratic process and help disabled people engage with their political representatives.  The project had direct engagement with 743 people through a range of initiatives, from a three-day training programme to meetings with political representatives.  Only 27% of project participants indicated that they had voted at the last general election, however, having engaged in training or meeting with political representatives 96% said they intended to vote at the general election.

This clearly shows that when people with disabilities are able to engage effectively with the democratic process the decision to vote increased.  
With one in five of the electorate having a disability there is demonstrable benefit to political parties to make their communications more accessible to ensure that people with disabilities can effectively engage with them.
The RNIB audio CD initiative was driven by the need to ensure that their constituent group were able to access information in a way that was suitable to their needs. Whilst this ensured that many disabled people were able to access information that would not otherwise have been available to them, it was unfortunate that political parties did not have the foresight to undertake a similar initiative themselves.  

It was also clear from the research that it was not just the presentation of the information that was not accessible but the language used within it.

A recent Mencap survey showed that 90% of the voting population cannot understand phrases used in political literature.
  The research was undertaken as part of the Mencap Get My Vote Campaign.  The campaign aims to empower people with a learning disability to vote by persuading political parties to make their manifestos and information easier to understand.  Many people commented that they did not understand what political parties stood for because of the difficult language they used.
People with a learning disability in Northern Ireland may be voting for the first time due to a change in electoral law.  Electoral laws which used the terms ‘idiots and lunatics’ dated back to the 17th century and were only changed recently following a successful proposal by Lord Rix, President of Mencap, to have the GB law changed on 15 May 2006
.  However, the law did not change in Northern Ireland until July 2008
.  Therefore the importance of using plain easy-to-understand language is key in ensuring that a new tranche of voters are able to make an informed choice when voting.

Language that is easy to understand does not just benefit people with disabilities but also those people who do not have English as a first language and those with low literacy.

It is good practice that pictures used actually represent the topics which are being discussed; this point came through in the focus groups in relation to printed material but is also important for PEBs.

In Great Britain the three main parties provided Easy Read versions of their manifestos and there was an improvement in the number of people with learning disabilities voting.  In 2005 one in five voted in the General Election and this had improved to one in three in the May 2010 election.  Whilst this is a positive improvement much more must be done to ensure that people are able to access information in a way that is suitable to them so that they can make an informed choice. 

None of the Northern Ireland party election broadcasts included subtitles or sign language.  Neither the Ofcom Code on Television Access Services
 or Rules on Political Party and Referendum
 gives any guidance on making information accessible through PEBs.  It may be an opportunity to explore the inclusion guidance of providing accessible information in one of the codes to ensure that disabled people are able to access information.
Finally, having considered the expenditure limits for political parties and candidates in relation to campaigns we do not believe that the costs involved in making communication accessible would be a barrier to political parties in providing accessible information. 
5.0
RECOMMENDATIONS
In 2011 a number of elections are due to take place including Assembly elections, local council elections and a referendum.  The recommendations in this report are specifically for Assembly and local council elections.  

5.1
Ensuring Communication is Accessible
Political parties must develop strict design guidelines to ensure that the communications they produce are developed based on accessible principles.  This should include all channels of communication including PEBs, social media, printed materials and events.
Those with responsibility for communications must be provided with the appropriate training to ensure that they understand the principle of accessible communication.

Political parties must engage with local disability organisations and disabled people to ensure that the guidelines they produce will meet the needs of people with disabilities.

The guidelines should also include details of the full range of ID that can be used at polling stations.

5.2
Providing Accessible Formats

Political parties must proactively put mechanisms in place to ensure that people with disabilities are able to access information in a suitable format.  This information should be produced at the same time as printed materials and be available without people having to request it. Political parties should proactively engage with organisation such as Disability Action, RNIB, Mencap, RNID and local disability groups to investigate which mechanisms could be used to ensure information is provided in a good quality appropriate format in a timely manner.

5.3
Effective Engagement 
Political parties must consider how they engage with people with disabilities, not just as possible voters but as constituents, party members and as employees.
Various projects have shown, that like many other groups in society, disabled people are disillusioned by the democratic process.  Evidence has shown that when disabled people are empowered to take an active role in the democratic process they are not only more likely to vote, but also (from further evidence), more likely to join a political party and seek advice from an elected representative.
All parties should review their policies and procedures to ensure that they are effectively engaging people with disabilities in the democratic process.

6.0
NEXT STEPS  

All the organisations involved in this study want to engage with political parties to ensure that people with disabilities are able to make an informed choice at the next elections in Northern Ireland.

We have not published the individual results for each of the political parties as we did not believe that this would be beneficial.  However, the results for each party are available to them and we are happy to meet to discuss how information could be made more accessible to disabled people.
� http://www.eoni.org.uk/august_2010_electorate_by_ward.pdf


� Campaign expenditure – Guidance for party treasurers and campaigns officers, Electoral Commission, July 2010 


� Candidates’ expenses, Guidance for a UK Parliamentary General Election in 2010 (Northern Ireland), January 2010 


� Candidates’ expenses, Guidance for a UK Parliamentary General Election in 2010 (Northern Ireland), January 2010 


� Campaign expenditure – Guidance for party treasurers and campaigns officers, Electoral Commission, July 2010 


� Candidates’ expenses, Guidance for a UK Parliamentary General Election in 2010 (Northern Ireland), January 2010 


� http://www.mencap.org.uk/news.asp?id=12817&pageno=4&year=&menuId=91


� Mencap Press Release, 16 may 2006


� Electoral Office Press Release, 1 July 2008


� http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/broadcasting/broadcast-codes/code-tv-access-services/


� http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/broadcasting/guidance/programme-guidance/ppbrules/
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