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Podgorica, June 12, 2023
PRELIMINARY STATEMENT ON ELECTION DAY ACCESSIBILITY OF PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES
1. SUMMARY
Observers from the Union of the Blind visited 505 polling stations in 20 municipalities.  All of the Union observers were able to observe unhindered on election day, which was crucial for the efficient performance of their work.
The surroundings of the polling stations were mostly not accessible for people with disabilities. 87.3 percent of the observed polling stations were not fully accessible, i.e. the parking lot was not located in the immediate vicinity, it was not marked with an accessibility sign and did not have adequate dimensions, and in the surroundings of the polling station there were illegally parked cars that blocked access for people with disabilities.
Access route to polling stations was also not accessible at 57.6 percent of the observed polling stations, which means that the curb, if any, is higher than the prescribed 2 cm, and that there are other obstacles to access such as installed concrete pillars, planters, etc.
Within the approach to the polling station itself, the curb, higher than 2 cm in 39.6 percent of the observed polling stations, prevented safe access for users of wheelchairs, as well as for people using other aids, such as a walker or cane.
Locations for polling stations were not adequately chosen at the 83.8 percent out of 505 polling stations observed which showed that the locations of these polling stations were not carefully selected, because the entrance to the poll was not flat or did not have an adequate ramp. 
Access to polling stations was fully accessible for people with physical disabilities at 32.3 percent of the observed polling stations. In entrance areas that are not flat, in as many as 63 percent there was no ramp or there was a slope of more than 8 percent, with the presence of stairs, which prevented unhindered access to the polling stations.
Where there were two-winged doors, the second wing of the door was generally not open, and it was not possible for wheelchair users to enter the polling station without hindrance.
Hallways in 96.2 percent of observed polling stations were of adequate width of at least 120 cm, thus enabling the unhindered movement of persons with disabilities through the corridors. However, in a third of the polling stations, the doorstep at the entrance door was higher than 2 cm.
Persons with disabilities were absent from the composition of polling boards. Only 17 out of 505 observed polling stations had PWD representatives in the polling board, which means that people with disabilities are not recognized as equal participants in the electoral process.
The observers also recorded the answers of the members of the polling boards who showed an inadequate approach towards persons with disabilities. For example, to the question "Are there any disabled people among members of the polling boards?", one of the observers received the answer: "Thank God we don't have any, we are all healthy."
The polling stations were not arranged in such a way as to allow the independent and unhindered movement of persons with disabilities.
Only 21.4 percent of the observed polling stations were fully accessible to the visually impaired, which means that at these polling stations two voting templates and two brochures in Braille were available together with other voting materials on the table of the polling board, and that the tactile tapes were correctly placed.
The voting template, which enables the secrecy of voting for visually impaired people, followed the appearance of the ballot paper and was made of stronger material. Two voting templates were available at 95.8 % percent of polling stations. However, in as many as 37.4 percent of polling stations, templates were not on the table with other election materials.
In order for every visually impaired person to be able to familiarize themselves with the content of the ballot, two brochures in Braille were supposed to be at each polling station, which was mostly complied with, namely at 93.5 percent of the observed polling stations.
Regarding the establishment of polling stations for visually impaired people, tactile tapes, which should contrast with the color of the floor, were not installed in as many as 66.5 percent of observed polling stations. Tactile tapes, where they were installed, were mostly of contrasting colors and were most often installed correctly, in 22.4  percent, thus enabling the independent movement of a person with completely or partially impaired vision at the polling station.
Regarding the voting of persons of shorter stature and wheelchair users, 52.3 percent of the observed polling stations were fully accessible, which means that the lower shelf for voting was properly placed, and that the height of the ballot box did not exceed the prescribed 85 cm.
These findings show that persons with disabilities were not enabled to exercise their right to vote in a dignified, independent and secret manner on election day. In the following period, the association will publish a final report with detailed recommendations in order to continue effectively advocating the accessibility of the electoral process for persons with disabilities.
2. METHODOLOGY
The monitoring was conducted within the framework of the project Observation of Early Parliamentary Elections on June 11, 2023. The monitoring focuses on persons with disabilities (PWDs) and has two main objectives: collecting and analyzing data on the conduct of the electoral process regarding accessibility at polling stations and voting materials for persons with disabilities, and advocacy for the improvement of the situation when it comes to equal participation of PWDs in electoral processes.
Out of the 60 recruited and trained observers, the Union of the Blind deployed 50 mobile observers across the  80% of municipalities: Andrijevica, Bar, Berane, Bijelo Polje, Cetinje, Gusinje, Danilovgrad, Herceg Novi, Kolašin, Kotor, Mojkovac, Nikšić, Plav, Pljevlja, Podgorica, Pljevlja, Rožaje, Tuzi, Ulcinj, Žabljak and Zeta. Observation was not carried out in five municipalities since there were no candidates who applied to observe in these cities: Budva, Petnjica, Plužine, Tivat and Šavnik.
The observers monitored the conduct of the electoral process with regard to accessibility of polling stations and voting materials for persons with disabilities. 14 persons with different types of disabilities have been included in all project implementation stages, including as observers, analysts, and call centre operators.
Five different categories were included in the monitoring: surrounding area of polling stations, access route, polling station entrance area, work of polling boards, and the manner in which polling stations were set up with regard to physical accessibility and voting materials. In addition, the Union observers assessed the inclusion of the composition of polling boards and the availability of voting materials for voters with disabilities. 
The observers were mobile, visiting several polling stations during the day. The opening and closing of polling stations, as well as the counting of the ballots was not observed. 
The total number of monitored polling stations is 505. It should be noted that this is not a representative sample, but it covers more than one-third of all polling stations in the country. Accordingly, the monitoring findings show meaningful trends when it comes to accessibility at polling stations for persons with disabilities in these parliamentary elections.
Observers monitored the accessibility in accordance with the legal standard and subordinate regulations applicable in Montenegro, primarily the Rulebook on Detailed Conditions and Methods of Adapting Facilities for Access and Movement of Persons with Reduced Mobility and Persons with Disabilities, as well as the by-law adopted by the State Election Commission in March 2022.
In the lead up to elections, the Union of the Blind informed the State Election Commission (SEC) of the measurement parameters the observers would apply while monitoring the election day. The SEC adopted the decision at the SEC session on June 9 that observers should ask the polling board to take measures without interfering with the process at the polling station. The SEC informed the Municipal Election Commissions (MECs) of this decision before the election day. 
This decision of the SEC and respective communication with MECs was an important step in facilitating the observers' access to polling stations and enabling them to take precise measures in line with the Union monitoring methodology.    
In line with the SEC decision, the observers took precise measures of the following accessibility elements: the width of the entrance door of the polling station, the height of a doorstep, the height of a low-level shelf in a voting booth, and the height at which a ballot box was positioned. Hence, these are the precise data measured and collected by the Union observers, not relying on polling board members' reports and/or observers’ perceptions. These data are the result of established facts that best reflect the current situation. 
The six operators from the call center collected the data from the observers throughout the day. The team of analysts analyzed the data and informed the public accordingly. In addition to the Union observers, persons with disabilities called the call center to report potential irregularities related to the violation of their rights on election day. After the election, the Union of the Blind will provide all interested persons with disabilities free legal aid.
After conducting the whole analysis, the Union will publish the Final Report with recommendations that will be used in the following period as part of the electoral reform advocacy. In collaboration with relevant institutions, and civil society organizations, the Union will strive to achieve the highest degree of electoral process accessibility for persons with disabilities.
3. LEGAL FRAMEWORK
Article 29 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), ratified by Montenegro in 2009, stipulates that state parties, including Montenegro, shall guarantee to persons with disabilities (PWDs) political rights and the opportunity to enjoy them on an equal basis with others.
Also, the participating States of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) committed themselves to take steps to ensure the equal opportunity of PWDs to participate fully in the life of their society, and to promote the participation of PWDs in decision-making in fields concerning them. These commitments are enshrined in the Document of the Moscow Meeting of the Conference on the Human Dimension of the CSCE. The right of persons with disabilities to inclusion in the political and public life of the community is also regulated by other legally applicable documents that have been adopted or ratified by Montenegro, and it encompasses both the right of PWDs to vote and the right to stand as a candidate.  
According to the Law on Election of Councilors and Members of Parliament, persons with disabilities can exercise their voting right:
·  	By using a ballot template;
·  	With the assistance of an aid designated by this person;
·  	By post (voting from home).
Accessibility standards are also defined by the Law on Spatial Planning and Construction of Structures, and more detailed by the Regulation on Detailed Conditions and Method of Adjusting Facilities for Access and Movement of Persons with Reduced Mobility and Persons with Disabilities.
On March 23, 2022, the State Election Commission changed by-laws to enable persons with disabilities to vote independently and in secret. By changing the previous rules, it has been allowed for persons of short stature and wheelchair users to independently place their ballots into the ballot box. By then, they had been allowed to do so only with the help of polling board members who would lower the ballot box for them. In addition to that, the design of a ballot template has also been changed. According to new rules, ballot templates shall have metal rings to avoid pencil marks on a template. In this way, the possibility of violating the secrecy of the vote is eliminated.
4. KEY FINDINGS
Observers from the Union of the Blind visited 505 polling stations in 20 municipalities.  All of the Union observers were able to observe unhindered on election day, which was crucial for the efficient performance of their work.
The State Election Commission (SEC)  adopted the decision at the SEC session on June 9 that facilitated the observers' access to polling stations and enabled them to take precise measures in line with the Union monitoring methodology. This decision is commendable as it contributed to the transparency of the election process and the possibility of improving conditions for all voters with disabilities.
· The surroundings of the polling stations were mostly not accessible for people with disabilities. 
87.3 percent of the observed polling stations were not fully accessible, i.e. the parking lot was not located in the immediate vicinity, it was not marked with an accessibility sign and did not have adequate dimensions, and in the surroundings of the polling station there were illegally parked cars that blocked access for people with disabilities.
· Access route to polling stations was also not accessible. 
Access route to polling stations was fully accessible at 57.6 percent of the observed polling stations, which means that the curb, if any, was lower than the prescribed 2 cm, and that there were no other obstacles to access such as installed concrete pillars, planters, etc.
[bookmark: _gjdgxs]Within the approach to the polling station itself, the curb, higher than 2 cm in 39.6% of the observed polling stations, prevented safe access for users of wheelchairs, as well as for people using other aids, such as a walker or cane.
· Locations for polling stations were not adequately chosen. 
The entrance area to polling stations was not fully accessible at 83.8 percent of the total of 505 observed polling stations, which shows that the locations of these polling stations were not carefully selected, because the entrance was not flat or did not have an adequate ramp. However, as many as 16.2 percent of polling station locations were properly selected.
Access to polling stations was fully accessible for people with physical disabilities at 32.3% of the observed polling stations. This means that the front door was wide enough for wheelchair users to pass through, that both wings were open if there are double doors, that the doorstep of the front door, if any, is not higher than 2 cm, and that the corridors are of minimum width 120 cm.
In entrance areas that were not flat, in as many as 63 percent there was no ramp or there was a slope of more than 8 percent, with the presence of stairs. This significantly impeded unhindered access to polling stations.
Where there were two-winged doors, the second wing of the door was generally not open, and it was not possible for wheelchair users to enter the polling station without hindrance.
Hallways in 96.2 percent of observed polling stations were of adequate width of at least 120 cm, thus enabling the unhindered movement of persons with disabilities through the corridors. However, in a third of the polling stations, the doorstep at the entrance door was higher than 2 cm.
· Persons with disabilities were absent from the composition of polling boards.
To the question of whether there are persons with disabilities among members of the polling boards, only 17 out of 505 observed polling stations answered affirmatively, which means that persons with disabilities are not recognized as equal participants in the electoral process.
The observers also recorded the answers of the members of the polling boards who showed an inadequate approach towards persons with disabilities. For example, to the question "Are there any disabled people among members of the polling boards?", one of the observers received the answer: "Thank God we don't have any, we are all healthy."
· Polling stations were not arranged in such a way as to allow the independent and unimpeded movement of persons with disabilities.
Only 21.4 percent of the observed polling stations were fully accessible to the visually impaired, which means that at these polling stations, two voting templates and two Braille brochures were available together with other election materials on the polling station table of the board, and that the tactile tapes were correctly placed.
Regarding the arrangement of the polling station for the visually impaired, tactile tapes, which should contrast with the color of the floor, were not installed in as many as 66.5 percent of the observed polling stations. Tactile tapes, where they were installed, were mostly of contrasting colors and were most often correctly installed, in 22.4 percent of cases, that is, they led from the front door to the polling station, further to the voting booth and ballot box with a return line to the exit, and thus the independent movement of persons with completely and partially impaired vision at the polling station was enabled. 
Regarding the voting of persons of shorter stature and wheelchair users, 52.3 percent of the observed polling stations were fully accessible, which means that the lower shelf for voting was properly placed, and that the height of the ballot box did not exceed the prescribed 85 cm.
Although the State Election Commission brought and adopted changes that obligated all municipal election commissions to ensure the independence and secrecy of voting for persons with disabilities, this did not happen.
The voting template, which enables the secrecy of voting for visually impaired people, replicated the appearance of the ballot paper and was made of hard material. Two voting templates were available at 95.8 percent of polling stations. However, in as many as 37.4 percent of polling stations, templates were not on the table with other election materials.
In order for every visually impaired person to be able to familiarize themselves with the content of the ballot, two brochures in Braille were supposed to be at each polling station, which was mostly complied with, namely at 93.5 percent of the observed polling stations.
5. REPORTING OF IRREGULARITIES BY PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES 
In addition to the analysis of the field reports, the Union call center received calls from persons with disabilities who reported irregularities related to potential violations of their rights on election day. The call center operated from 7 a.m. to 9 p.m. and received calls from a total of four persons with disabilities:
·  It was reported that a wheelchair user could not exercise his/her voting right with respect to the polling station entrance area and accessibility for persons with disabilities at polling stations. To be more specific, the polling station entrance area was not flat. Indeed, there were several steps without a ramp provided, which was why the wheelchair user could not enter the polling station. According to the person who filed a report, he/she had been deprived of the right to vote on an equal basis with others for the third time in 2023, irrespective of the fact that he/she had addressed judicial institutions.
· An irregularity concerning incorrectly inserted ballot paper into the ballot template was reported regarding the work of polling boards. The polling board also did not allow the same visually impaired person to vote with the help of an assistant. Also, the voting 
booth was too narrow, and the two people - a voter and his/her assistant- would not have fit inside the same booth. An irregularity was reported regarding the voting of visually impaired persons.
· One person reported inadequate lighting at the polling station.
· Another person reported that there were no properly installed carpet runners at the polling station. 
Such a law number of irregularities reported indicates that persons with disabilities are discouraged from reporting, resulting from longstanding failures to solve problems concerning accessibility at polling stations for persons with disabilities.
The Union of the Blind will provide all interested persons with disabilities with free legal aid in the post-election period.
6. RECOMMENDATIONS
The Parliament 
· Start the comprehensive electoral reform process immediately after the establishment of the new government to ensure the full exercise of the electoral rights of people with disabilities;
· Prioritise the professionalisation of election administration at all levels to ensure the compliance of MECs and polling boards with by-laws of the SEC;
· Prioritise the establishment of accountability mechanisms for violations of electoral laws and by-laws, including the ones affecting the protection of rights of PWDs;
· Ensure the meaningful participation of organisations representing PWDs in the electoral reform process;
· Ensure the transparency of expenditures of state funds allocated for accessibility of polling stations.
The Government 
· Make it mandatory for all state institutions to be part of the electoral reform process with precise obligations to protect the electoral rights of PWDs;
· Provide adequate financial resources for the set up of fully accessible polling stations and production of voting materials;
· Ensure the effective operations of the Council of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities to ensure adoption of specific measures by state institutions and respective implementation;
· Make buildings of public institutions such as schools, and local municipalities that are often used as polling places, fully accessible. 
State Election Commission (SEC)
· Raise awareness among the public about the importance of electoral rights of PWDs, especially in the pre-election period;
· Ensure communication between MECs and polling boards regarding the full accessibility to the PWDs;
· Strengthen the knowledge of PWDs’ electoral rights and issues within the SEC - both members and administration; 
· Provide training to members of MECs and polling boards on voting rights of PWDs and accessibility of polling places and voting materials.
MECs
· Strictly follow provisions adopted by the SEC in relation to election procedures regarding PwDs;
· Improve the selection process and introduce criteria for selecting fully accessible polling stations;
· Produce the voter education materials in an accessible format;
· Improve the curriculum of training for polling board members, including the focus on the voting rights of PWDs and make it mandatory to attend.
Polling Boards
· Coherently follow the electoral laws and by-laws vis-a-vis the rights of PWDs.
Political Parties
· Raise awareness of the rights of people with disabilities and the importance of accessibility among its members;
· Introduce the policies and by-laws ensuring the meaningful participation and  representation of PWDs in parties, including in decision-making bodies;
· Include issues relevant for PWD voters in electoral programs.
Civil Society Organizations
· Utilise  the expertise of organizations working on PWD related  issues and amplify their voices;
· Include the electoral rights of PWDs in the overall electoral reform discussions.
Media
· Invest in capacity building of media representatives - producers, journalists, hosts - on rights of PWDs to eliminate the stereotypical coverage of PWD issues; 
· Ensure representation of PWDs in the diverse policy areas such as politics, economy, elections, and decision-making;
· Ensure the sign language translation of candidate debates and news programs
Donors
· Ensure the adequate and continued funding to CSOs working on the rights of PWDs to enable the long-term advocacy for the advancement of the political rights of PWDs and full execution of their active and passive voting rights. 
We would like to thank the actors of the election process, the State Election Commission, which, through its work and the adoption of by-laws, recognized the importance of independent and secret exercise of the right to vote.
Finally, but not least, we would like to thank the observers, as well as the persons with disabilities who contributed to the successfully completed work and the independent observation mission, which for the first time systematically dealt with issues of exercising the voting rights of persons with disabilities.
This observation is carried out with the financial and technical support by the National Democratic Institute (NDI). The findings of the survey are those of the Union of the Blind and do not necessarily reflect the position of NDI, donors, or the US Government.
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