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Voting by Blind Voters Report



Recommendation:

That the April 30, 2003, Office of the City Manager Department report be received for information.

Report Summary

This report provides information about alternative methods of enabling blind voters to vote without assistance from other individuals.

Report

Background

· In 1995 the City worked with the Canadian Council for the Blind to develop a ballot template that allowed blind voters to mark their own ballot for the municipal election with guidance from a sighted person.  This template system was successfully used in the 1995 and 1998 municipal elections.

· The City used a new model of ballot reading machine for the 2001 election, and as an unexpected result was not able to provide usable templates. The tolerances of the template holes were outside the limits acceptable to new ballot reader machines. (The holes in the templates were too large, and permitted the user to make marks that were outside the area acceptable to the ballot reader. The ballot reader rejected these ballots.  The blind electors would then have had to leave the ballot uncounted, or repeat the process with another ballot, which would probably produce the same results as the first effort.)

· The City attempted to have new templates made with smaller spaces on the template.  However, the manufacturer of the templates indicated that more precise tolerances could not be achieved. 

· As a result, in the 2001 election, blind voters were required to vote with the assistance of the presiding officer at the polling station (“presiding deputy returning officer”) or a friend, as provided for in the Local Authorities Election Act.  

· On January 16, 2002, the Office of the City Clerk (OCC) met with representatives from the Canadian Council for the Blind (CCB), the Canadian National Institute for the Blind (CNIB) and the Advisory Board on Persons with Disabilities.  The OCC agreed to investigate alternatives to the template.  On June 20, 2002, the OCC provided a demonstration of three options to representatives of the three groups (the “task group”). 

Objectives of the Task Group

The task group indicated that from their perspective the ideal voting system would enable blind voters to vote in the same way as any other voter, namely: 

· to enable blind voters to vote at their home polling station;

· to enable blind voters to vote without assistance of another person; 

· to enable blind voters to vote in complete secrecy; no one else would know how any individual blind person voted; and

· to ensure that the votes of blind voters as a group would be indistinguishable from the votes of any other group or individual. 

For example, one solution for blind voters would be to have them vote on paper ballots that would be counted manually then added to the other election results.  This would make the votes of blind voters distinguishable as a group from other voters.  (This process is not included in any of the alternatives in this report, it is cited merely to illustrate the principle made by the task group.)

Alternatives Considered

· The task group preferred the three options in the order given below.  The third alternative was a distant third in order of preference.

· Touch‑screen voting (iVotronic) — The iVotronic is a touch‑screen electronic voting machine that is enhanced for use by the blind; recorded instructions are provided through a set of earphones.  

· Telephone voting (Interactive Voice Responsive (IVR) Telephone Voting ) — The IVR allows the voter to vote by telephone from a polling station following directions provided over the telephone, similar to the automated switchboard many organizations use. 

· Template and Cassette Tape — After the election, the Administration was able to locate a manufacturer who can produce templates that meet the tolerances required by the ballot reading machines (Model 100).  With this third alternative, the blind elector would receive instructions through a cassette tape, and mark his or her ballot using a template.  The ballot is processed in the usual way after this.

Other Considerations Regarding Special Facilities for Blind Voters

· iVotronic machines can be leased from Election Systems & Software (ES&S).  ES&S is anxious for the City to convert to touch-screen voting machines.  ES&S already provides Model 100s to the City under a lease agreement that extends to the October 2013 election.

· The consequences of an electrical power failure on election day will be more drastic with touch-screen voting machines than with the ballot counters the City currently uses.  Either a backup supply of paper ballots will have to be maintained, or other contingency arrangements will have to be made.  With the system used in the past five elections, voters do fill out paper ballots, which could be counted manually if necessary.

· If touch‑screen machines will be used, procedures for a re‑count would have to be developed for a revised City Election Bylaw.   

· The City of Calgary has never provided any special voting facilities for the blind.  In 2001, Calgary tested a template at one voting station.

· The Province of Alberta uses templates for blind voters in provincial elections.

· Federal elections are required by law to provide templates for blind voters. 

· The City of Toronto plans to use iVotronic voting machines in their 2003 general municipal election at advance voting stations only, specifically to accommodate blind voters. 

· The CNIB advised that they have 1,518 clients over the age of 18 who are legally blind and who live in the City of Edmonton, and 598 Edmontonians over the age of 18 who are visually impaired to the extent they would benefit by special facilities for blind voters.  

· The CNIB also advised that a survey by Statistics Canada in 1991 concluded that the total number of blind people in Canada is approximately 2.5 times the number who are clients of the CNIB.  Using this estimator, the number of legally blind and visually impaired voters in Edmonton who would benefit by special voting facilities is about 5,000. If the turnout of blind voters is the same as the turnout for other voters (35% in 2001) the expected number of blind voters will be about 1,750. 

· A full conversion of the next election to touch‑screen voting machines (iVotronic) will increase the cost of a general election by an estimated $393,000. 

· The total estimated cost of telephone voting (IVRs) will be $103,000 in addition to all other election costs. 

· The total estimated cost of providing templates, with pre‑recorded audio tape instructions for template users and cassette players will be $26,000 in addition to all other election costs.

Administration Decision

· The Administration plans to provide audio‑assisted touch screen voting machines for all voters who vote at advance polls.  The additional cost will be just under $100,000 – slightly less than the next best alternative, IVR voting.  

· The $100,000 cost will provide the capacity to handle advance voters if there is a 50% turnout in 2004 and if there is also a 10% increase in the rate of advance voting.  (The turnout in 2001 was 35%. The highest turnout in the last 25 years was 51.7%, in 1992.) 

· Using touch screen voting machines at advance stations will enable any advance voter to vote at any advance voting station on any advance voting day.  In 2001 voters had to vote at the one advance station for their ward.  Advance stations were open for four days.  

· In 2004 there will be two advance stations open every day for six advance voting days.  One station will be located at City Hall, which will be easily accessible by public transit.  A second station will be located in a different ward on each of the six advance vote days.  Voters in any ward will be able to vote at either advance station, regardless of which ward the voter lives in.  In effect, every voter will have two locations on six days in which to vote in advance.  In 2001 every voter had four days at one location available for advance voting.

· The touch screen decision outlined above will not satisfy the first criterion of the task group – it will not enable blind voters to vote at their home polling station.  

· On April 30, 2003, the Administration met with representatives of the three organizations involved in the task group to review the advance vote touch‑screen alternative.  The group indicated that although the proposal is not ideal, it is a significant step in the right direction – the proposal does enable blind voters to vote independently and in complete secrecy. The group strongly endorsed the Administration’s plan to accommodate blind voters in the 2004 election, and expressed the hope that in future years the City would be in a position to adopt an election process that meets all the objectives of the task group as outlined above in this report. 

· The Administration has undertaken to work with the CNIB and the Advisory Board on Persons with Disabilities to develop a communication plan that will acquaint blind and visually impaired voters with the iVotronic voting machines well before the 2004 general municipal election.

Legal Implications

Bill 31, now before the Alberta Legislature, will (if enacted as is) change the Local Authorities Election Act to require municipalities to provide templates for blind voters, if a blind voter requests a template 90 days before election day.  The City will need to request a regulation giving Edmonton an exemption from this provision.  If the City is not successful in obtaining such a regulation, the Administration will not use touch-screen voting at advance voting stations, but will use templates at both advance and regular voting stations.
Background Information Attached

1. Summary of Alternatives Evaluated by the Objectives of the Task Group.

Background Information Available on Request

1. Detailed Cost Estimates.

Alternative
Note
Total increase for 2004
Ongoing increase in election cost ($)
One-time cost increase
Number of advance voting days
Able to vote at local voting station on election day
Vote without assistance
Vote in complete secrecy
Vote indistiguishable from any other group

Templates without cassettes
1
8 439
0
8 439
4
yes  
no
no
yes

Templates and cassettes
2
26 009
2 970
23 039
4
yes
yes
yes
yes

IVR Telephone voting
3
103 523
33 523
70 000
4
yes
yes
yes
yes

iVotronic at advanced, at-home, and institutional bed-to-bed 
4
99 671
23 371
76 300
6
no
yes                                 (at advanced only)
yes                              (at advanced only)
yes

All touch-screen
5
393 392
286 972
106 420
4
yes
yes
yes
yes












Note 1
This is the status quo alternative.  Each voting station would have a template for blind voters, but no cassette with audio directions.

This was not one of the alternatives reviewed by the task group.









Note 2
Templates plus an audio player and cassette tape of instructions available for the blind at each voting station.

This was the alternative the task group preferred the least.









Note 3
A telephone would be installed at each voting station.  A blind voter would phone a special number, 

where an interactive voice system would guide the voter through various ballots

(similar to voice messaging at banks, etc). This was the second choice of the task group.









Note 4
Two advance stations will be open on each of 6 advance voting days.  One station will be open at 

City Hall every advance voting day.  The second would be located in a different ward on each advance voting day. Any voter from any ward could vote at any advance station on any advance voting day. Four "at-home" teams would operate six days per week for two weeks before election day. They would serve individuals who are confined to their residences or confined to their beds in institutions.









Note 5
This is a complete conversion of the election to touchscreen voting machines, either Votronic (without audio assist)

and iVotronic (with audo assist).  This was the first choice of the task group.









E


1


a





 








Routing:



City Council

Delegation:


David H. Edey

Written By:


Fred Mitchell, Candace Tailleur

April 30, 2003

Office of the City Manager

File: 2003CMC028
(Page 1 of 4) 

(Page 2 of 4)


