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Introduction

The Public Transport Users Association (PTUA) welcomes this inquiry into voting centre
accessibility and the opportunity to contribute. The State Disability Action Plan Inclusive
Victoria recognises the importance of engaging people with disabilities in the democratic
process and outlines initiatives such as the development of leadership and electoral
education programs for people with disabilities (DFFH 2022). However the strategy is
silent on the very practical matter of enabling disabled people to attend voting centres
to exercise their democratic right on election day, or to participate in elections as
volunteers or election officers at voting centres. We make some brief comments and
recommendations regarding this below.

Importance of voting centre accessibility

Nearly one in five Victorians have a disability. About three quarters of those people have
a physical disability. For people with a disability, the inability to drive is often the most
significant mobility barrier faced (Currie & Allen 2007). In addition, people with a
disability are more likely to have a lower level of personal income than people without
disability (AIHW 204), which can make the cost of owning and maintaining a car
prohibitive or a major source of financial stress, even for those who are able to drive
(PTUA 2024). Although outside the direct scope of this inquiry, significant numbers of
Victorians also do not own a car or cannot drive for reasons other than disability.
Transport alternatives and accessibility are crucial to allow all of these people to
participate in society.



Accessibility of public transport

The State Disability Plan recognises the barrier that inaccessible transport poses to
participation in social and economic life. Inaccessible public transport will also be a
barrier to participation in civic life if it hampers access to voting centres.

The Victorian Auditor General has noted slow progress towards meeting the Disability
Standards for Accessible Public Transport 2002 (DSAPT) in Victoria. VAGO’s 2020 audit of
the Accessibility of Tram Services found that:

“DoT has not met the targets set by DSAPT and there is no realistic prospect that
DoT can meet the target of 100 per cent DSAPT compliant tram infrastructure by
31 December 2022. If DoT continues the current low-floor tram delivery rate, it will
not meet the 31 December 2032 target of 100 per cent accessible trams.”

(VAGO 2020)

A follow-up by VAGO in 2025 found that “[t]here has been little improvement in tram
network accessibility in the 5 years since [their] 2020 audit” and that Victoria was still
not on track to meet the 2032 compliance deadline for low-floor trams (VAGO 2025). As
a result, VAGO estimated that only 18 per cent of tram services in 2023-24 were
accessible, meaning a low-floor tram at a level-access stop.

Public transport will only be genuinely accessible if people can reach their local stop and
get to their destination from their final stop. Safe, accessible footpaths that are free of
obstacles are fundamental to accessible public transport. Poorly maintained footpaths,
protruding vegetation or motor vehicles, and poorly designed crossings can make
accessing public transport difficult or unsafe for people with disabilities (Liveable
Accessible Communities Taskforce n.d.). Maintenance of footpaths and enforcement of
rules against blocking footpaths would improve accessibility and safety for people using
wheelchairs and other mobility aids, as well as for parents with prams, young children on
bicycles and anyone else not wanting to be forced into traffic by obstacles on the
footpath.

Adequacy of public transport services on
election days

Deficiencies with public transport are especially pronounced on Saturdays when
Victorian state elections are held. Many public transport services run infrequently on
weekends, and bus waiting times will often be twice as long as waiting times on
weekdays. Furthermore some routes do not operate at all on weekends or only within
restricted hours so that services cease before the close of polls. Anyone who has voted



in an election will know that voters often have little control over exactly when they will
emerge from the voting centre. With infrequent weekend services, voters may find
themselves with a wait of up to an hour after voting. This is after having potentially spent
significant time waiting for infrequent services to reach the voting centre in the first
place.

The restricted hours of operation on weekends may be especially limiting for people
wishing to work at voting centres as volunteers for candidates or as workers for the
electoral commission. The counting of votes will often extend beyond the hours of
operation of some bus services, and evening frequencies will be poor on many routes.
This presents a barrier to participation for people who are unable to drive.

Planned disruptions for track maintenance are also common on weekends, which
typically result in rail replacement buses instead of trains or trams. This may result in the
relocation of stops to suit the operational needs of road-based replacement services and
make transfers more difficult. Customer information during planned and unplanned
disruptions can also be inadequate and confusing, which may be particularly impactful
for people with additional mobility requirements.

Accessibility of voting centres in other
jurisdictions

The Australian Electoral Commission states that accessibility is one of their key
considerations for voting centres.

“Where possible, polling sites will have:
e alevel, firm, obstacle-free path of travel to the polling premise
[ ]
e easy access to public transport, ideally within 400 metres of bus/train stop
or 800 metres to other forms of public transport”
(AEC 2023)

The Western Australian Electoral Commission’s Disability Access and Inclusion Plan aims
to ensure that “[p]eople with disability have the same opportunities as other people to
access the services of, and any events organised by, the Commission”. To achieve this,
the WAEC is pursuing strategies including the identification of polling places close to
public transport where possible, and the inclusion of public transport access links on the
commission’s website (WAEC n.d.).



Recommendations:

In addition to ensuring the voting centre building itself is accessible, we recommend

that:

the committee note that the electoral process is not restricted to voting, but also
includes working for the electoral commission, or volunteering for or running as a
candidate;

where practical, voting centres should be located near relatively frequent public
transport such as trains, trams or higher frequency buses such as Smartbuses;
where practical and relevant, voting centres should be located near accessible
trams stops along routes running exclusively or predominantly low-floor trams;
voting centres should be in locations with adequately maintained footpaths
providing level access from public transport stops to the voting centre;

the VEC should liaise with Transport Victoria to minimise the impact of service
disruptions on voting centre access;

the committee note that cars blocking footpaths can be a significant hazard for
people with disabilities;

the committee note that Victoria failed to meet the 2022 deadline for 100%
DSAPT compliant tram infrastructure and is not on target to meet the 2032
deadline for 100% accessible trams, and there is still no timeline from government
on when these will finally be achieved;

the committee note that poor weekend public transport service levels may be a
barrier to participation in the electoral process for people that are reliant on public
transport, including many people with disabilities, and that improved service
levels would benefit people both with and without disabilities.
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