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Local Government and Communities Committee 
 

Scottish Local Government Elections and Voting 
 

Written Submission from ENABLE Scotland 
 
Background 
 
ENABLE Scotland is the leading organisation of and for people who have learning 
disabilities. We provide a wide range of support services for over 2000 people who 
have learning disabilities and their families in Scotland. And together with our 5000 
members, campaign for an equal society for every person who has a learning 
disability.  
 
ENABLE Scotland is pleased to submit evidence to the Local Government and 
Communities committee on the subject of democratic participation; ahead of our 
input to the committee session entitled: Scottish local government elections and 
voting. 
 
Accessible politics is a key priority for ENABLE Scotland. At the Scottish 
Parliamentary Elections ENABLE Scotland campaigned to #ENABLEtheVote for 
people who have learning disabilities.   
 
Issue: 
 
Not enough people with a learning disability vote - average 30%. In contrast, 66% of 
the wider population voted in the last UK General Election. 
Yet, 70% of people who have learning disabilities want to vote, but 60% find the 
process too difficult. 
People with learning disabilities’ voices aren’t heard. They often face lifelong 
exclusion and lack of opportunity. If politicians and decision-makers don’t hear their 
voices through democratic participation, they won’t understand the impact their 
decisions make on the lives of people who have learning disabilities. 
 
The challenges: 
 
There are too many barriers in the political process. Including, but not limited to:  

i) Complexities of registering and exercising your vote  
ii) Limiting expectations which preclude people who have learning disabilities 

from the democratic process 
iii) inaccessible information from parties prohibits informed decision-making 

People with a learning disability need to feel empowered to exercise their right to 
vote. 
 
ENABLE Scotland was specifically made aware of two occasions where a person 
who has a learning disability was attempted to be denied access to support to vote, 
or to exercise their vote at a polling station:  
 
On 23rd June 2016 I supported B to vote. I expected to be able to support B to cast 

his vote. However we were advised that guidelines had changed on who was 



2 
 

allowed to support a person to vote. We were told it needed to be a family member 
who was also registered to vote or a member of polling station staff. 

Personal Assistant, ENABLE Scotland 
 

On 5th May 2016, I was contacted by a party representative.  They had been calling 
round voters and had been informed by one family that they were told at the polling 
station that their son who has a learning disability could not vote. He is registered to 

vote. 
Staff member, ENABLE Scotland 

 
#ENABLEtheVote – Scottish Parliamentary Elections 2016 

ENABLE Scotland’s campaign worked across the political spectrum, empowering 
people who have learning disabilities to have their say in Scottish politics; to 
influence the debate on the issues that matter to them; make informed choices about 
who to vote for, and increase the number of people who have learning disabilities 
exercising their right to vote in the Scottish Elections.  
 

 ENABLE Scotland campaigned for an #EasyReadElection2016 
 Worked with the Electoral Commission to create easy-read voting guides for 

people who have learning disabilities, their families, and professionals working 
with them 

 Delivered 21 interactive voting workshops and 8 accessible regional hustings. 
 
ENABLE Scotland worked with the Electoral Commission to develop co-branded 
easy read voting guides. Not only were these guides accurate and informative, they 
benefitted a wider audience. Furthermore, the benefit of the Electoral Commission 
backing meant we also equipped people with a tool to self-advocate when faced with 
challenge to their right to vote from others – either at the Polling Station or from 
carers, support staff or family members making assumptions about capacity.  
 
Our members told us that informed decision-making is one of the biggest barriers to 
voting. With the right support, people with learning disabilities felt they could 
participate in the process of voting, but there remained significant gaps in how they 
were engaged in the political debate; creating a real barrier informed decision 
making. 
 
#ENABLEtheVote took a creative, person centred approach to political engagement; 
taking the debate out of politics and replacing it with dialogue. The traditional 
hustings format is inaccessible and doesn’t facilitate meaningful participation of 
people who have learning disabilities. Instead, we developed a conversation-café 
model where political representatives rotated around discussion groups. This 
generated impressive feedback from politicians as well as our members. 
 
Impact: 
 

 200 people who have learning disabilities attended #ENABLEtheVote Hustings 
 86% said #ENABLEtheVote helped them make informed decisions about their 

vote 
 80% exercised their vote!  
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 4 out of 5 political parties published easy-read manifestos for the first time! 
 Innovative model of inclusive political engagement for future. 

 
Local Government Elections: 
 
ENABLE Scotland is currently planning our approach to #ENABLEtheVote for 2017 
Local Government Elections, building on our Innovative model of inclusive political 
engagement.  
 
 
Key priorities for consideration by the committee:  
 
1) Political parties must be urged to facilitate informed decision making through the 

provision of accessible information and supporting opportunities for people who 
have learning disabilities to explore their voting options.  

2) It is key that the Electoral Management Board provides guidance and support to 
Returning Officers to ensure that people with learning disabilities are able to 
exercise their democratic right to vote. This work should be supported by the 
Electoral Commission and ENABLE Scotland and include the development of 
training for staff in election offices and at Polling Places to ensure that they have 
an awareness of how to support someone with a learning disability in voting.  

 


