[image: image1.jpg]RNIB

Scotland

See differently




Ordering of candidates on ballot papers - Scottish council elections, 2022

Feedback to the Electoral Commission in Scotland from RNIB Scotland August 2019
Background

The Electoral Commission is undertaking some research, on behalf of the Scottish Government, into alternatives to the current arrangement for ordering candidates on ballot papers for Scottish council elections. 

The aim of the research is to ensure that there are no unintended negative consequences for voters, administrators or parties/candidates if either of the changes to ballot ordering under consideration were introduced at the 2022 Council elections. 
The Commission engaged Ipsos Mori to carry out testing with voters, including with visually impaired and disabled voters. They also invited interested organisations to meet to discuss the options under consideration. RNIB Scotland took up the opportunity to meet and is now submitting initial reactions to the options.

Initial reactions from RNIB Scotland to options under consideration
Time was short, so this feedback is drawn from discussion at the RNIB Scotland Committee on 22 August 2019. The options under consideration by the Scottish Government are Options 1 and 2. Option 3, the status quo, has been added as this should feature in future public consultation. 
A background note was provided to committee members and the context of concerns about the current system favouring candidates whose surnames started higher up the alphabet was made clear. 

The committee reactions are summarised under each option:
Option 1: A single fixed order ballot paper for each ward where the order in which the candidates’ names appear is determined by the drawing of lots 
This was considered the better of the two options being researched. The following points were made:

· "Relatively speaking, this is the better of the two options. You could check the candidate order at home. I prefer to go to the polling station to vote."

· "There is going to have to be a system for drawing lots. What implications does that have for election timetables? It would add in another administrative process. Would it take longer?"

· "How far in advance - and how - would the public know about the candidate order?"

· "Randomisation by lot under the STV system could be challenging - and for remembering the candidate order to vote 1, 2, 3, etc."
· "It would lead to some interesting discussions in the political parties on preparing candidate material!"
Option 2: Two fixed order ballot papers for each ward, where the first is in alphabetic order as present, A-Z, and where the second is the reverse of that order, Z-A.

This was the least popular option, getting a literal "thumbs down" around the table.

· "You would need two sets of the overlay, of the large print ballot paper, braille and so on, and have to be sure that the polling clerks gave out the correct template for either A-Z, Z-A."

· "This is not ideal."

· "Things are currently bad enough but this is complicated."
Option 3: Status quo 
This was the most popular option. The following points were made:

· "This is the known system and change may disadvantage blind and partially sighted voters."

· "Currently, only a small minority of blind people can vote independently, but if we go to the polling station, the setting is known."
· "There are problems with the current system. Change adds to potential confusion. The priority is to find a more accessible system."

· "Frankly, I’m happy with alphabetic order as is. As I tend to vote on party lines, I would happily go for parties in alphabetic order and, if appropriate, candidates in alphabetic order within that."

Summary

The status quo is preferable as the best option for accessibility of voting; however, should a change be introduced then RNIB Scotland is clear that the single ballot paper with randomised candidates is the preferred option for accessibility of voting.

And should the randomised option be selected the ballot order should be promoted as early as possible after the drawing of lots. This would give more time for blind and partially sighted people to find out where their preferred candidate/s are placed on the ballot paper.
RNIB Scotland is happy to discuss any aspect of this feedback and to cooperate with pilot exercises on accessible voting.
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