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Welsh elections disenfranchised disabled voters claims report
Over three quarters of polling stations surveyed in Wales during the Assembly election in May contained a feature that made it inaccessible for disabled people wishing to vote in person reveals a major report published today. Many of the changes that could have helped are simple to implement at minimal extra cost.

The report entitled ‘Polls Apart Cymru’ published jointly by Scope Cwmpas Cymru, Scope UK, and the Disability Rights Commission in Wales represents the largest ever survey of polling stations in Wales. The findings are based on questionnaires completed by a network of volunteers on Election Day (1 May). A tenth of polling stations were surveyed covering all constituencies.

There are no significant variations in Wales between rural and urban areas or according to geographic region. The best performing area was Torfaen where half of the polling stations surveyed were deemed accessible. Three areas reported no accessible polling stations but the samples were relatively small here and it would therefore be misleading to name the councils. 

Examples of poor practice
A voter in Newport East complained that the ground outside the polling station was riddled with potholes and littered with broken glass. Due to inaccessibility the ballot papers had to be brought outside'

A voter in the Vale of Glamorgan encountered a touring caravan used as a polling station. The 'marked' disabled access point had three steps! An inaccessible caravan was also used in Caerphilly

A polling station in central Cardiff instructed voters to ring the bell for disabled access. Unfortunately the bell was located at the top of a flight of steps!  
A disabled person with no access to private transport faced difficulties in Clwyd South since the polling station was located at the opposite side of the village.

Disabled voters in Conwy and Ceredigion had to seek assistance to get up steps to the polling station. Complaints were made about the use of unstable narrow steps at the entrance to a polling station in the Vale of Glamorgan.

A dangerous ramp that would have contravened health and safety requirements was used in a polling station in the Vale of Clwyd. 

A flower container blocked off an accessible ramp in a Conwy polling station. A locked gate blocked ramped entry to a Cynon Valley polling station. An accessible alternative entrance was locked and unstaffed in Brecon and Radnor. The performance of a play  in the main building made it impossible for a disabled person to use an alternative accessible entrance in Pontypridd. A 'welcome' mat prevented level access in a Caerphilly polling station.

A visually impaired person in Bridgend was had difficulty voting because the lights were switched off on grounds of environmental friendliness.

Good practice
However, there were significant examples of good practice with a particular mention to the helpfulness of election staff.

Monmouthshire surveyed all polling stations and indicated any potential problems on relevant polling cards

A Swansea East polling station had a hearing loop in operation

Voters in Newport, Pontypridd, and Cardiff North commented on the helpfulness of staff

"There are endless debates in Wales and elsewhere on voter apathy. But here we find groups of people who want to vote but find the whole process difficult." said Will Bee, Director of the Disability Rights Commission in Wales. "Given that polling stations are largely located in public buildings covered by the Disability Discrimination Act from October 2004, it is especially disconcerting that access is getting worse not better in Wales."  

"The fact that an area containing typical valley towns like Blaenavon and Pontypool can reach high accessibility standards dispels the myth that valley and rural areas in Wales provide insurmountable barriers for disabled people" said Mr. Bee.  

"Many of the changes are simply matters of common sense,” said Scope Cwmpas Cymru Chair Mandi Glover. "For example placing a ballot box on a chair to benefit a wheelchair user, placing a white rim around the slot and keeping lighting switched on to benefit a visually impaired voter, and having an appropriate chair so that a person with a physical impairment can sit down"

For further information please contact Alun Thomas on 029 2081 5643 or out of office hours on 0777 617 1275
Notes to editors
1. The right to vote in person at elections is likely to be a service to the public and therefore covered under the Disability Discrimination Act. Electoral officers also have some obligations to disabled voters under the2000 Representation of the People Act

2. Scope has been conducting surveys into the accessibility of the electoral process ever since the1992 general election. At the last general election in Wales, 66% of polling stations surveyed provide to be inaccessible as compared to 77% during the 2003 National Assembly elections

3. The data is based on 363 completed survey forms covering 322 polling stations. This represents around 10% of all polling stations. Detailed briefings and questionnaires were provided to volunteers. Each constituency was covered. The largest number surveyed was in Conwy (35) and the smallest number in Wrexham (2)   

4. Copies of the report are available on the website www.pollsapartcymru@org.uk. It is available in a range of formats and in both English and Welsh
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