
Charity Commission number 294860

This leaflet is also available in other
formats i.e. tape or large print.  
For more information please call
01373 475723.

www.add.org.uk

Published by 
Action on Disability and Development
Vallis House, 57 Vallis Road, Frome,
Somerset, UK,  BA11 3EG
Telephone 01373 473064 
Fax 01373 452075 
Email add@add.org.uk 
Minicom 01373 463932
Editor Gail Johnston   

Voters queuing in Bangladesh

Voters queuing in Cambodia

Designed & Printed by Paper Print Services, Frome. Telephone 01373 454222

6235 Election Newsletter  25/5/05  1:12 pm  Page 1



Action on Disability 
and Development

Election Monitoring 
and Disabled
People’s Right 
to Vote 

The need for change

In the UK the fundamental right to vote is taken for granted yet voter
turnout is low (61% in the last general election).  In developing countries
where democracy may be relatively new, voter turnout is usually higher
than 80%. Imagine……..

ces, Frome. Telephone 01373 454222

Voters queuing in Ghana
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...being excluded from the whole electoral process – an exclusion
disabled people often experience.  It is not just inaccessible polling
booths and registration tables, long queues or the lack of tactile ballot
papers (for blind and partially sighted people), but also because both
disabled and non-disabled people often believe that disabled people
do not possess the right to vote.

Negative attitudes, lack of awareness and low self-esteem all lead to
this entrenched situation. To change this therefore there is a need to
make the whole electoral process fully accessible and to raise
awareness and to build the confidence of disabled people.

The beginning

ADD’s contribution towards disabled people's political inclusion began
in Ghana. In 2000 we worked with the US non-government
organisation International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES),
supporting a collaboration between disabled people's organisations
and the Ghana Electoral Commission. The programme had three
objectives: to ensure disabled people knew about their right to vote; to
train Electoral Commission staff in disability awareness so as to
ensure the full inclusion of disabled people in the presidential and
parliamentary elections; and to train disabled people as accredited
election observers. 

Agnes Effiog from the Liberian Union of
the Physically Disabled highlights the
inaccessibility of the registration tables.
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Similar projects have since been launched in Zambia, Bangladesh, 
Cambodia, Tanzania and Sierra Leone.

In Sierra Leone for instance, ADD worked in 2002 with the Sierra
Leone Union of the Blind, the Sierra Leonean Union on Disability
Issues, the National Electoral Commission and IFES. These were the
first elections following the country's vicious and brutal civil war in
which many people were either killed or disabled, and the
Commission was especially committed to ensuring it was accessible
to all disabled people.  As well as the production of tactile ballot
guides and a media campaign, workshops were held in the four main
cities of Bo, Kenema, Freetown and Makeni.  In each area, members
of the Sierra Leone Union of the Blind received training and
information which they then disseminated to blind and visually
impaired voters in the community.

3

A key component of making the
voting process fully accessible in

Ghana was the introduction of the
tactile ballot guide. This simple
device enables blind people to
vote both in secret and
unassisted, and was developed
in collaboration the Ghana
Association of the Blind. It is like
an envelope into which a standard
ballot paper is inserted; the
envelope has tactile markings for
each party or candidate, so that the
blind voter can feel for their choice
- unassisted - and can then make
their mark on the ballot paper
through windows cut in the guide.
The guide itself costs very little to

produce and can be re-used many
times, thereby keeping costs down.  

Tactile ballot guide
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…..by raising awareness and educating disabled people about their
right to vote and the electoral process. This was done in the following
ways:
• music and drama events were performed by groups of disabled

people
• posters and t-shirts were printed and distributed
• voter education programmes were broadcast on television using

Sign language interpretation
• extensive discussions were held with electoral officials that ensured

polling booths were accessible and allowed those who cannot
stand for long periods to "queue jump"

• training workshops were held and media coverage given on how to
use the tactile ballot guide 

• disabled people were trained to serve as accredited election
observers, responsible for ensuring that the elections took place
freely and fairly for all voters.

Disabled people working as election observers caused a massive
amount of media interest, which really got disability issues onto the
headlines.  Press conferences were held, and there was an overall
positive reaction from the national press.  

In Bangladesh, 360 disabled observers were trained and the BBC
World Service carried a feature on their work.  One disabled man
commented: 

"The significant volume of media coverage has, in our view, raised
the level of awareness of the issues relating to disabled people to
a new height."

How were the changes made?

"People said they never knew that a
blind person could observe.”

Says Gladys Waadi (pictured left).
Gladys has been a member of the
Ghana Association of the Blind since
1997.
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National election poster in Ghana

Koun Samin, President of the Vorsar
Federation being interviewed in Cambodia
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Voting day in Ghana 7th December 2004

The pilot project in Ghana in 2000 was carried out in one small area.
However in 2004, both parliamentary and presidential elections had a
disabled election observer in every single district in the country and
42,000 tactile guides were printed and distributed to all 21,000 polling
stations.  

This meant that many disabled people were able to vote 
independently and in private for the very first time.  

Additionally, 117 disabled people were trained and accredited as
election observers alongside non-disabled observers.

The Ghana Federation of the Disabled and the Electoral Commission
worked together to promote the use of a tactile ballot guide for the
elections - breaking new ground in the fight for equal rights for partially
sighted and blind voters.  

Not only is this a breakthrough in the political history of
Ghana, but some international observers expressed great

interest in using the tactile ballot guide in their own countries!  

Christopher Kisseih, a trained election observer
in Ghana, being interviewed for television
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Moses Kofi Tovor is 25, he has been a member of the Ghana
Federation of Disabled for two and a half years and is training to
be a tailor.

“I had to wait for nearly two hours but it was worth 
it because I want to be treated like anybody else.”  

Moses Kofi Tovor

6235 Election Newsletter  25/5/05  1:12 pm  Page 8



8

The reaction of the presiding officer shows how many 
non-disabled people underestimate the importance of 

independent and secret voting for blind people.

Nicholas Halm, an election
observer and member of the
Ghana Association of the Blind
asked the presiding officer if he
knew how to use the tactile ballot
folder.  Rita Owusumensah, a
non-disabled woman waiting to
vote said she had heard about
the tactile guides on the
television and chipped in with
instructions.  Rita said: 

“Everyone has seen them - it is
good to help the blind person
vote honestly - that they are not
left out.”

Agnes Tetteh a member of
Ghana Association of the Blind
spent a lot of time training other
members on how to use the
ballot guide.  But she was having
difficulty casting her own vote
because a ballot folder had not
yet arrived at her polling station.
The presiding officer was puzzled
by Agnes’ refusal to be helped to
vote, preferring to wait for hours
until she could vote in private.

Agnes Tetteh and
Nicholas Halm

Agnes Tetteh waiting
to cast her vote 
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The outcome

The presence of disabled election observers has helped highlight
access issues which some non-disabled election workers would never
have considered.  Simple measures were discussed on how the voting
process could be made more accessible for disabled people.  

The introduction of a tactile ballot guide has gone a long way in raising
awareness among election officials and the general public of disabled
people’s right to an accessible, fair and secret ballot. 

Having disabled people working as election monitors, as well as the
campaigns for disabled people's right to vote has had a huge impact
on the attitudes of society - the disability movement as a whole has
been strengthened.  When disabled people have the right to vote, and
are able to exercise this right, it promotes citizen participation from all
sectors of society and strengthens democracy where it is fragile.

There were gaps and challenges: not all of the presiding officers had
received training in how to use the tactile ballot, and even those who
had were often unsure how to use it.  

So there is still a way to go………..

Sum Rann from Phum Sla village,
Kampong Speu province, Cambodia
casts a vote for the first time in his life 
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The recognition

In June 2002 ADD won the "International Aid and Development"
category at the prestigious Charity Awards for this important work in
Ghana, Bangladesh and Zambia.  The awards, sponsored by The
Leadership Trust, recognise excellence in leadership and charity
management and aim to select charities from which other
organisations can learn.

The award was accepted by trustee treasurer Terry Parker and ADD
Chief Executive Barbara Frost at a presentation in London.  The judges
were impressed not only by ADD’s work for the basic rights and equal
opportunities of disabled people, but their ground-breaking work
with disabled people to overcome exclusion from the
fundamental right to vote.

Barbara Frost  and Terry Parker (pictured centre)
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The future

In January 2005 the Ghana Federation of the Disabled organised a
review workshop with the Electoral Commission, the Department for
International Development (DFID), the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) and the US Agency for International Development
(USAID).  The recommendations from the workshop will be built into the
planning process to improve access in future elections - the great news
is that disability issues are now firmly on the Electoral
Commission’s agenda. 

In Tanzania, there is a general election planned for October 2005.  ADD
is working with the UNDP to ensure the inclusion of disabled people in
the election process.  ADD will also be working with disabled people’s
organisations and the electoral commission to ensure that disabled
people are able to vote. 

Although there needs to be more development and further
improvement of the electoral systems for disabled people, ADD has
seen the disability movement effect huge social and political change: 
it is just the beginning……….

Nana Anima Akuamoah
being shown how to use
the tactile ballot guide
by the presiding officer
in the Ghana elections
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