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AUSTRALIAN government RESPONSE
Call for submissions: Report on Equal Participation in political and public life
Australia thanks the Special Rapporteur on the rights of persons with disabilities for their invitation to provide a submission to inform the Report on equal participation in political and public life.
AUSTRALIAN DISABILITY REFORM
Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021–2031
· Australia’s Disability Strategy (the Strategy) sets the national direction for disability reform, aiming to create an inclusive society where people with disability have equal opportunities to participate in all aspects of life, including the right to be actively engaged in politics and hold public office. The Strategy is grounded in the social model of disability and closely aligns with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD).
· The Strategy advances equal political participation for people with disability by promoting their leadership through the Community Attitudes Outcome Area and enhancing access to voting and civic engagement via assistive technology and disability supports under the Personal and Community Support Outcome Area.
Stigma and ableism
· The Strategy recognises ableism and stigma as significant barriers to leadership and decision-making roles for people with disability, especially among First Nations people.
· First Nations people with disability experience unique marginalisation, with higher disability prevalence and policy frameworks that often do not address their specific needs.
· In July 2024, all Australian governments agreed in principle to the Disability Royal Commission’s Recommendation 9.10, committing to partner with First Nations people to develop a Forum or other shared decision-making mechanism. Implementation details and funding are pending future government decisions.
· The Community Attitudes Outcome Area highlights attitudinal barriers as the most significant obstacle for people with disability.
· The Strategy promotes disability confidence, inclusive leadership, and challenges stereotypes about people with disability holding public office.
· The Community Attitudes Targeted Action Plan (2025–2027) aims to shift public perceptions and foster respect for the rights and contributions of people with disability.
Barriers
· People with disability who also belong to intersectional cohorts—such as women, First Nations people, those from culturally diverse backgrounds, and individuals experiencing socio-economic disadvantage—face compounded barriers due to overlapping forms of discrimination.
· While the Strategy’s focus on universal design, accessible transport, and inclusive communication marks significant progress, ongoing efforts are needed to overcome remaining challenges such as structural inaccessibility, financial hardship, and intersectional discrimination. These persistent barriers are being addressed with renewed commitment, ensuring that more people with disability can fully and equally participate in public life, including in politics and decision-making roles. Each step forward strengthens the foundation for a more inclusive and empowering society.
Successful Measures and Supports
· The Strategy promotes inclusive practices across government systems.
· Examples include: 
· Assistive technology for communication and mobility. For many, the right supports, including the NDIS and assistive technology supports are recognised as enablers of independence and civic engagement.
· Championing disability leadership, as highlighted under the Community Outcome Area and the Ensuring Occupations are Responsive to People with Disability (ACOLA Report – see link below).
· Disability advocacy programs that support individuals to navigate systems and assert their rights.
· The Strategy works to embed the voice of people with disability in all national plans, policies, programs and evaluations to better reflect lived experience.
· We also encourage you to consider including the following resources in your work: 
· Good Practice Guidelines for Engaging with People with Disability
· Guide to Applying Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021–2031
· Toolkit for Engaging with People with Disability in Evaluation
· National Agreement on Closing the Gap | Closing the Gap
· Disability Sector Strengthening Plan
· Ensuring Occupations are Responsive to People with Disability
ELECTORAL MATTERS
Candidates in elections 
The Commonwealth Electoral Act 1918 does not prohibit people with disability from standing in federal elections or holding public office. 
The Australian Electoral Commission (AEC) does not capture data on federal election candidates with disability.
Services for electors 
Supporting voter turnout with more options
The AEC continues to increase options for voters to encourage and support maximum voter turnout at elections. 
To inform its review of services and resource planning, the AEC engaged extensively with consumer peak bodies, service providers and advocates through various committees and working groups. The groups included the established Aged Care Advisory Working Group and Disability Advisory Committee, as well as the newly formed Mental Health Advisory Group. These groups were pivotal in identifying opportunities for improvements to enrolment and voting services and related resources. They also helped increase awareness and understanding of AEC processes across the relevant sectors to ensure voters were enrolled and supported through the voting process for the 2025 federal election.
Improving voter equity and accessibility
On 13 February 2025, the Australian Parliament passed the Electoral Legislation Amendment (Electoral Reform) Act 2025 (Electoral Reform Act). The Act implements several recommendations made by the Australian Parliaments’ multipartisan Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters (JSCEM) report into the conduct of the 2022 federal election, including recommendations in relation to enfranchisement of people with a disability and carers of people with a disability. 
The Electoral Reform Act:
· modernised the language of the Electoral Act to align with contemporary understandings of cognitive impairment
· expanded the grounds upon which an elector can apply to be registered as a general postal voter to include an elector who is a person with a disability, or their carer
· expanded the grounds upon which an elector who is a person with a disability, or their carer, can apply for a postal vote or pre-poll vote.
The AEC has a long history of working with the disability community to improve equity of access and support active participation in electoral services and events.
As well as publishing details about polling place accessibility, the AEC provides a virtual Auslan interpreter service at every polling place. The AEC also provides hearing loops and text-to-speech pens at selected polling places in each electorate.
The AEC supports people who are in a polling place carpark but unable to enter to vote. AEC staff witness this process to meet legislative requirements. 
Telephone voting is available for people who are blind or have low vision and for voters in Antarctica. The service allows voters to register and vote in secret from any location without attending an AEC office or polling place.
If voters will be unable to get to a polling place on polling day, they can apply for a postal vote once an election is announced. People with disability and those caring for them can also apply to become a general postal voter to automatically receive ballot papers in the mail for every federal election. 
To assist all voters, including people with disability, the AEC’s website and Online Enrolment system meet accessibility standards to help people enrol to vote. This includes easy read guides and listening to the website through text to speech.
AEC Disability Advisory Committee
The AEC Disability Advisory Committee promotes greater accessibility, inclusion and participation in the electoral process by people with disability. The committee’s role is to:
· seek feedback from Australian disability peak organisations on AEC service offerings
· understand new and emerging issues of concern for people with disability
· collaborate with Electoral Council of Australia and New Zealand partners in the delivery of accessible electoral services across jurisdictions
· learn about initiatives being developed in other sectors for people with disability
· promote relevant AEC initiatives to their members.
The committee comprises:
· AEC (chair)
· Disability peak bodies:
· Australian Federation of Disability Organisations
· Blind Citizens Australia
· Deaf Australia
· National Ethnic Disability Alliance
· Council for Intellectual Disability
· People with Disability Australia
· Vision Australia
· Government agencies
· Australian Human Rights Commission
· National Disability Insurance Agency
· Electoral Council of Australia and New Zealand, which includes the state and territory electoral commissions and the New Zealand Electoral Commission.
2025 federal election – greater equity of access
The AEC prioritises supporting electoral participation for all Australians including improving access for voters with barriers to participation. 
In the lead-up to the 2025 federal election, the AEC continued to engage the Disability Advisory Committee. Three working groups were established to co-design education materials for people with cognitive and intellectual disability, uplift our Auslan resources, and consider polling place accessibility.
Services 
For the election, the AEC delivered greater equity of access and more safe and appropriate services through: 
· a review of polling place accessibility, which saw an increase in the proportion of premises rated as either fully wheelchair accessible or accessible with assistance, rising from 84.7 per cent to 91.2 per cent
· an increased mobile voting service offering for older Australians, people with disability, First Nations peoples, mental health residents, prisoners, people experiencing homelessness and hospital in-patients 
· an online learning course for our mobile teams, developed in consultation with expert working groups and focused on inclusive and respectful service to voters including supporting voters with disability
· enhanced remote voter services for people in remote and very remote Australia 
· a partnership with Services Australia to provide telephone voting for electors who are blind or have low vision, and electors working in Antarctica, with over 2,300 people casting their vote via this secure telephone voting service.
Information 
The AEC provided accessible information and services to support the participation of voters with disability.
New resources were produced in accessible formats:
· four videos in Auslan (Why vote?, Enrolling to vote, Voting services, and How to complete ballot papers)
· two social stories on voting at a polling place or by mail, in written and video formats
· My plan for voting forms, to support people with a cognitive or intellectual disability
· an accessible education portal on the AEC website that provided content to enhance electoral literacy
· a guide to using the ‘Where can I vote?’ tool on our website, to enable voters to more easily search information about the accessibility of polling places.
Easy read guides, videos with captions, and a ‘listen button’ on every page of our website were provided to facilitate access to information. The Your official guide to the 2025 federal election was also produced in large print/e-text, audio, and braille, made available on the AEC website or printed and distributed on request.
Workforce
Temporary election workers (TEW) employed under the Commonwealth Electoral Act 1918 represented the largest component of the election workforce, with 84,010 temporary workers engaged across 98,931 positions.
To ensure the TEW better reflected the diversity within the Australian community and was able to provide a service that better met the varied needs of the community, the AEC introduced national diversity targets for TEW positions at the election and set a target of above three per cent for people with disability. 
Of the TEW positions filled, 2,518 (2.55 per cent) were filled by workers with disability. The AEC has more work to do to achieve all our targets, and this will continue to be a focus for future electoral events.
PARLIAMENTARY SUPPORT AND ACCESSIBILITY 
The Parliamentary Business Resources Act 2017 (PBR Act) established a principles-based framework for the provision of public resources to parliamentarians. Parliamentarians have personal obligations in relation to their use of public resources, with the PBR Act providing that parliamentarians:
· must only claim and use public resources for the dominant purpose of conducting their parliamentary business
· must ensure value for money when claiming public resources and incurring expenses
· must not claim public resources or incur expenses that would contravene a condition that applies to the public resource or expense
· are personally responsible and accountable for the use of public resources
· must act ethically and in good faith in the use of public resources
· travel allowance supplemented for a parliamentarian requiring accessible accommodation. 
Public resources provided to parliamentarians under the PBR Act include the provision of travel allowance while travelling for their parliamentary business. Travel allowance is provided for each night the parliamentarian stays in accommodation in Australia that is not the parliamentarian’s home base. The Remuneration Tribunal is responsible under the PBR Act for determining the rates of travel allowance. 
In response to recommendation 25 of the Independent Review of the Parliamentary Business Resources Act 2017 and the Independent Parliamentary Expenses Authority Act 2017 (the Review) in respect to the provision of additional support for parliamentarians with exceptional physical requirements, in 2024, the Remuneration Tribunal determined that a parliamentarian’s travel allowance should be adjusted to take into account additional expenses which are incurred as a result of requiring accessible commercial accommodation. Further measures are being undertaken on an as needed basis by entities across the Australian federal parliament ecosystem to ensure that the unique and exceptional physical, family or other requirements, including ensuring accessible and disability compliant office accommodation, access to specialised equipment and resources as requirements are identified, such as wheelchairs. Recently the Parliamentary Workplace Support Service was established to ensure that federal parliamentarians, their staff and other parliamentary participants have access to appropriate arrangements and avenues to address preventative and early intervention measures for work health and safety as well as broader human resources needs.
Parliamentary offices comply with Disability Standards 
All offices, including electorate offices, provided to parliamentarians for the conduct of their parliamentary business under the PBR Act are required to comply with the Disability (Access to Premises — Buildings) Standards 2010.
Parliamentary Injury Compensation Scheme
Under the Parliamentary Injury Compensation Scheme, federal parliamentarians may also be provided with services, facilities or equipment that are reasonably necessary to eliminate or minimise risks to the health or safety arising in the course of their parliamentary business. Among other resources, this may include reasonable adjustments to the workplace consistent with the Disability Discrimination Act 1992.
The PBR Act does not provide resources to candidates for election who are not current federal parliamentarians. The PBR Act does not impose any legal restrictions on a person with a disability holding public office. The Members of Parliament (Staff) Act 1984, the Parliamentary Workplace Support Service Act 2023, the Independent Parliamentary Expenses Authority Act 2017 and the agencies responsible for supporting parliamentarians in the conduct of their parliamentary business work in harmony to provide appropriate supports for a modern, diverse and accessible parliament.
Australian Parliament House - Structural Accessibility
In 2023, the Australian Network on Disability (AusDN) were commissioned to review the accessibility of Australian Parliament House to understand barriers to access and to hear recommendations on how to enhance accessibility. The review identified over 330 recommendations to improve accessibility for both visitors and workers.
Actions taken to address recommendations made in the Dignified Access Review (DAR) are publicly reported and available here: Dignified Access Review – Parliament of Australia. This information ensures that all stakeholders are regularly informed of the progress being made to address the DAR recommendations.
The Australian Parliament accommodates the needs of members of parliament, members of Parliamentary and Parliamentary Department staff with disability/disabilities through procedural and practical mechanisms. 
Adaptations have been made to Australian Parliament House to accommodate people with disabilities such as:
 - Automated doors
 - Accessible bathrooms
 - Customised seating in the Senate Chamber to accommodate a wheelchair
 - Customised office accommodation to meet the individual needs of the person with a disability
 - Provision of mobility aids, where required
Further information about these and other adaptations is provided in the Dignified Access Review tracker published on a quarterly basis.  
Changes to parliamentary procedure have also been made to accommodate the needs of persons with a disability, including:
 - seeking the call to speak without the need to physically stand
 - amending the language used in proceedings to be more inclusive (for example, removing reference to the requirement to stand for parts of proceedings).
Further adaptation to parliamentary procedure and process could be made in the future and would be made according to the individual needs of any elected official with a disability.
PARLIAMENTARY TRAVEL EXPENSES
The Independent Parliamentary Expenses Authority (IPEA) was established on 1 July 2017 as an independent statutory agency under the Independent Parliamentary Expenses Authority Act 2017 (IPEA Act). IPEA administers and advises on travel expenses and travel allowances for federal parliamentarians and their staff. The Agency also monitors, reports on parliamentarians’ use of work expenses.  
IPEA administers those travel resources in accordance with the relevant legislative frameworks. For parliamentarians, this is the principles-based framework established under the Parliamentary Business Resources Act 2017 (PBR Act). Staff travel is administered in accordance with the Member of Parliament (Staff) Act 1984 (MOPS Act), and associated enterprise agreement and policies. The Department of Finance is the policy owner for both frameworks.
These frameworks provide parliamentarians and their staff with some mechanisms to support travel for those with a disability, enabling them to participate in parliament and hold public office. For example, access to additional payments where accessible accommodation is required when travelling for parliamentary or official business, and personal advice where alternate travel arrangements are required. IPEA’s support for participation by parliamentarians and their staff who have a disability is limited by legislative and policy requirements. Nevertheless, the Agency remains focused on providing the best support possible within the existing frameworks including where this may require seeking input or additional support through referral to other agencies.
IPEA has an important role in educating and advising parliamentarians and their staff on how to appropriately access travel expenses. Through these functions IPEA has worked with parliamentarians and their staff to provide tailored advice that considers the individuals specific needs. IPEA also advocates to the Department of Finance and the Remuneration Tribunal for legislative and policy change based on our detailed knowledge of the travel related needs of parliamentarians and their staff.
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