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Abstract

Voting is a core responsibility of a citizen as every citizen has equal rights to cast his/her votes during
polling day. However, individuals with disabilities encountered many challenges when it comes to
voting. To address these issues, we conducted a study to explore the experiences of individuals with
visual impairment during polling day of the General Election 2018 in Malaysia. The study has
discovered that there are some significant issues encountered by individuals with visual impairment
such as trust, privacy, facilities in polling station, limited guidance in polling station and mobility. In
order to prevent these obstacles this research has suggested some solutions. The findings of this
research will help the government and Electoral Commission to make elections more accessible for
everyone in future especially for the visual impaired people
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Introduction

The registered Person with Disabilities (PWD) at the Department of Social Welfare, Malaysia in 2017
were 453,258 persons (DOSM, 2018). However, people with vision impairment is the second largest
group (8.9%). Based on the Persons of Disabilities Act 2008 Malaysia, Persons with Disabilities
(PWD) includes those who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory impairments such
as visual impairment, hearing impairment or speech impairment that cause various barriers that may
hinder them from effective participation in society. One of the barrier is voting process in an election
(HO & J.LIM., 2020). The voting process in an election is considered as a complex process for
everyone that includes arriving to the poll station, getting voting number, understanding instruction
given by poll worker, making selection on a ballot and casting the ballot. The whole process become
more challenging for people who are having some disabilities especially for people with vision
impairment.

Various Voting Methods in Other Countries

Some accessible voting methods were introduce upon the demands made by the people with vision
impairment in various countries. In Malawi, The Malawians who are blind have requested Malawi
Electoral Commission to make available tactile ballot guides (TBG) for them to cast their votes
independently since they were not assisted in the past elections (GAATES, 2014). The request was
granted and Malawi Electoral Commission decided to let the visually impaired to cast their votes
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independently by using tactile ballot although the electoral law allows a person with vision disability to
bring someone from home to assist in voting. The similar method has been adopted in India and
Ireland as the Braille ballot papers were provided for the visually impaired voters during the election
(Sorcha, 2018; The HinduTimes, 2018). Ireland has introduced new ballot papers as decided case of
Robbie Sinnott in the High Court. Robbie Sinnott initiated proceedings in 2016 against the Minister for
the Environment, Community and Local Government and the State. Sinnott complained that he was
being deprived of his right to a secret ballot because he had to ask a polling station presiding officer to
complete his ballot paper. He ultimately won the case in April 2017(Sorcha, 2018).

On the other hand, another voting method was introduced in Japan since braille ballot paper is not
effective enough for the visually impaired voters. Yahoo Japan created a website collaborated with
screen-reader software to make the content audible and usable for the visually impaired people (Ryall,
2017). In Australia, the State Government has approved the use of VoteAssist, a computer-based
application developed by the Western Australian Electoral Commission for its 2013 state election
(Chris, 2013; Stephanie, 2018). The software used specially designed computer terminals, headphones
and a numeric keypad to provide audio prompts to guide the elector through the voting process
(Stephanie, 2018). It provides a secure, safe and independent method of voting that does not store votes
electronically or remotely. In United States, touch screens and audio ballots are provided for the
visually impaired voters during the election (Sandy, 2016). Countries such as India, Brazil, and
Belgium have implemented and piloted electronic voting system (Kumar, 2011). Henceforth, in
Malaysia, The Secretariat Election Commission have amended the rule of 19 Elections Regulations
(Conduct of Election) 1981 (Amendment) 2012 that was gazetted on February 13, 2012. The amended
election regulation allows the people with visual impairment to bring any individual whom they trust,
in order to assist with the process of voting in the channel (The Secretariat Election Commission of
Malaysia, 2013). If there are no relatives nominated, the Presiding Officer shall mark the voter’s ballot
in the manner that is instructed by the voter.

As discussed earlier, the various voting methods were implemented according to the issues and barriers
encountered by voters in the respective countries and it is proven that the methods have promoted
voting rates since it is acceptable to both sighted and visually impaired participants (Miura et al.,
2016). Therefore, the main objective of this study is to explore the experiences and challenges faced by
individuals with visual impairment during Parliamentary General Election 2018 in Malaysia and to
suggest an accessible voting environment in future. In order to achieve our research objective, the
open-ended questions were used to explore voters’ experience with polling locations, transportation,
poll worker’s interactions and voters’ confidence in those voting methods (Piner, 2011).

Methodology

An open-ended interview was conducted with visually-impaired people who had voted during the
Parliamentary General Election recently (GE14) to investigate the challenges encountered by them on
polling day. A total of six voters with visual impairment (low vision persons and legally blind persons)
participated in this interview. There are five open ended questions. Table 1 shows the open-ended
questions that were used during the interview session. The entire questions reflected the experience of
the participants utilising the voting systems and facilities on the polling station during the voting
process.

Table 1: Open-Ended Questions

No Question

Q1 Malaysia had held a Parliamentary General Election recently (GE 14-2018). According
to your experiences during the previous General Elections, how the GE 14 has improved
in way more accessible to disable voters especially voters with visual impairment?

Q2  Currently the voters with visual impairment have used the voting system in which they
are allowed to bring a family member or a person who they trust during the voting
process. What is your opinion on the efficiency and privacy of the system applied?

www.msocialsciences.com



Malaysian Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities (MJSSH), Volume 5, Issue 7, (page 1 - 6), 2020
DOI: https://doi.org/10.47405 /mjssh.v5i7.435

Q3 Is there any weakness against a disabilities-friendly environment at the polling station?
Please provide some suggestions where the facilities or the staff can be improved.

Q4 There are some countries using Braille system during General Election and we have
concerns about its advantages and disadvantages. However, we also have concern about
the ratio of people with visual impairment in Malaysia who know Braille. What do you
think about implementing an audio-based polling system as an alternative? Please give
your opinion on both systems.

Q5 Please give your comments and share your experiences about other challenges faced
during polling day.

Results

Experiences and Suggestions shared by Voters with Visual Impairement

The feedbacks shared by participants showed that they have encountered challenges during the General
Election of Malaysia 2018. The major issues raised by participants were trust and privacy, facilities in
polling station, assistance by staff on-duty in polling station, voting system and transportation. The
following section discusses the responses and comments obtained from the study.

Family member to assist Visually Impaired people during Voting Process

Some of the participants showed their satisfaction towards the current voting system, which allows a
family member, or a person whom they trust to assist them to vote, as Malaysia does not have an
electronic voting system. However, visually impaired people are not satisfied with this method as they
are uncertain of whether the assisting individual will be marking the ballot paper as instructed.
Moreover, there may be differences between the political views of the two individuals, which could
potentially lead to unwanted persuasion or coercion from the assisting individual on visually impaired
voters. Thus, visually impaired voters also face trust and privacy issues in comparison to other
incapacitated individuals during the elections. These issues stem from the fact that the visually
impaired voters are not able to verify their vote or keep their political views private.

Below are the feedback summary shared by participants:

“Allowing a sighted person whom we trust to assist us in the voting process makes
it easier for us to participate in the election. However, we lose the confidentiality of
our vote.”

“It is a blind assumption to assume a family member is definitely someone we can
trust. I used to be an Oppositionist, while my family supports the liberal. In this
case, I would much prefer to rely on a trusted friend”

Staff On-Duty in Polling Stations

Briefing and training to the staff suggested, as some voters had an experience of being misled by staff
in the polling station. An Election Commission (EC) helpline or special counter should also be created
for enquiries by the voter with special needs. More wheel chairs should be provided in the polling
station as it is always ran out of wheelchairs during the peak hours. Moreover, staff who is on-duty in
polling stations should be well-trained with all the guidelines to avoid further confusion among voters.

Alternative Options of Voting Method

Based on the opinions of the participants, Braille is a friendlier way for the voters with visual
impairment as it conserves the privacy and confidentiality of their votes. This also empowers the voters
with visual impairment as they do not need to rely on others’ help. However, it was said to be less
practical with the fact that a significant number of visually-impaired people are Braille-illiterate. It
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could be an issue as it can be costly to print every ballot paper with Braille when not many voters with
visual-impairment who can read and write braille well. Furthermore, stacking and transporting the
ballot paper will also damage the dots.

Below are the feedback summary shared by participant:

“People with visual impairment can read simple tactile pattern of Braille but they
might not be able to read the ballot paper especially with candidates’ name and
parties’ logo in Braille. *

The respondents strongly suggested an audio-based system since it is a faster and more effective way
than Braille system and the current voting system. It requires no knowledge on Braille for the voters
especially with visual-impairment, and the speed of voting process is much faster than Braille voting
system. Yet, as Malaysia is a multiracial country, voters from different races might only recognize their
mother language, so the audio system needs to translate the information into an understandable
language for the voters.

Mobility Issues to Polling Station

Transportation was one of the main issues encountered by participants on the Election Day, especially
for the visually-impaired voters from suburb area. Some voters with visual impairments were allocated
to a polling station which was far from their working place or home. In such scenario, they should be
given priority and special help by allocating them to a nearer polling station and also assisting them on
transportation. Moreover, some visually-impaired voters faced problem on receiving the information
on the election candidates contesting in their constituency.

Discussion and Recommendations

The feedbacks obtained from this study shows that voters with visual impairement were more
concerned about their trust and privacy related issues during the whole voting process. The Chief
Executive of Malaysian Foundation of the Blind (MFB) suggested to introduce Braille template as the
alternative way for the blind voter in Malaysia (MyMetro, 2018).This method has been implemented in
many countries such as in Africa, India, and Ireland (Brand South Africa, 2009; Sorcha Pollak, 2018;
The Hindu Times, 2018). Yahoo Japan created a website collaborated with screen-reader software to
make the content audible and usable for the visually impaired people since they found that the braille
ballot paper is not effective enough for the visually impaired voters in Japan (Julian, 2017).Similar
voting method is applied in countries such as United State and Australia where visually impaired voters
can cast a secret vote with help of computer-based application with audio prompt (Sandy, 2016;
Stephanie, 2018). It provides a secure, safe and independent method of voting that does not store votes
electronically or remotely.

As mentioned by participants during the interview session, improper guideline for the voters with
special needs will cause further complication in their entire voting process. Voters who loss their vision
completely in particular, rely on assistance and guideline provided in the polling station. Therefore a
guidebook which is accessible for voters with special needs and also for staff who are on duty during
polling day is very important. As being practised in the United Kingdom and United State, there is a
guidebook that contains guidelines for staff where they need to make sure that they know how to
handle voters with visual impairement and explain how to use the tactile template to the blind voters
(Disability Rights Section, 2004; Electoral Commission, 2017).

Furthermore, facilities in polling station need to be given utmost importance during polling
day.Wheelchairs, scribes for persons with visual disability to help them cast their votes, ramps and
other facilities must be prepared at the polling station (The Hindu News, 2018). The polling station
must be located at the ground floor so it will be more accessible not only for visually impaired people
but also to other people with special needs. If people with special needs feel uncomfortable with the
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assigned polling station, they should be given an option to apply for an alternative polling station prior
to the polling day (Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government, 2018).

Conclusion and Future Work

Seeing through the eyes of voters with visual impairement helps to unfold information about the
challenges they have to go through during the polling day. Therefore, this research will provide
insights for public, researchers, educators, law makers who want to have in-depth understanding of
challenges faced by visually impaired users during polling day. The drawback on current voting
process can be suppressed by having an effective voting methods and system together with detailed
election guidebook. This will ensure and encourage civic consciousness among visually impaired
people and also people with special needs by providing fundamental rights as citizen to vote. As a
future work, further study will be carried out on accessible voting system that is suitable to be
implemeted in Malaysia.
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