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Votes for the Homeless campaign

For the past year, The Big Issue magazine has been conducting research into the
Australian homeless population’s access to the vote. The organisation has been
running a concurrent campaign to draw attention to the fact that a large
proportion of Australia’s homeless population (which stands at approximately
105 000 people) is effectively excluded from the electoral process.

Australia is a democracy. The Big Issue strongly believes that every effort should
be made to ensure that the voting process is tailored in such a way that it affords
a real and practical opportunity for every citizen, including those who have been
marginalised by homelessness and poverty, to have a political voice.

In drawing public, government and media attention to this situation, the ultimate
goal of the campaign has been to instigate change by examining how the
electoral process can be improved to better cater for homeless people.

We believe that an inclusive approach is the best option, involving the input of
homeless advocacy bodies, welfare services, homeless and formerly homeless
people, the Australian Electoral Commission, community groups, members of
the public, local, state and federal government and the media.

About The Big Issue Australia

The Big Issue Australia is a fortnightly news, current affairs and entertainment
magazine set up to help homeless and long-term unemployed people improve
their own circumstances.

Vendors sell the magazine from designated pitches in Melbourne, Sydney,
Brisbane, Adelaide and Geelong, and keep half of the cover price as direct, self-
generated income. The Big Issue started in the UK 11 years ago and the
Australian edition has been operating for six years.




Facts on the ‘Homeless Vote’

e There are more than 105 000 homeless people in Australia (source: 1996
Census)

o It is estimated that more than three quarters of these people are eligible to vote
in elections

* A high proportion of the homeless population do not vote in elections. The
number of homeless people estimated as not listed on the electoral roll totals
more than an entire Federal electorate.

» Under Section 96 of the Electoral Act, homeless people may be eligible to vote
under the ‘itinerant electors’ provision.

» There are currently around 3500 — 4000 registered itinerant electors in
Australia. In an interview with The Big Issue, the AEC has estimated that '99.9 to
100 per cent’ of them are not homeless people.

¢ There have been no previous efforts by government or the AEC to have the
homeless listed as itinerant electors.

e A high proportion of the homeless people not listed on the roll are indigenous
Australians.

Barriers to homeless people voting

» Lack of a stable address: homeless people, by definition, lack a stable,
permanent address for purposes of voter registration and correspondence. This
fact alone serves to exclude them from the electoral process.

* Lack of access to information and resources: the homeless often don’t have
access to the media, and may have difficulty accessing valuable information that
could help them make an informed vote. Information about political candidates
and the voting process itself needs to be made directly available to the homeless,
and polling booths need to be set up in areas that are easily accessible for this
group (e.g. inner city areas; soup kitchens; homeless and welfare agencies;
emergency accommodation services and refuges).

Many homeless people are not aware that they are eligible to vote as
itinerant electors. Although there is strong support amongst the welfare sector
on the issue of improving access to the vote, homeless shelters and referral
services do not have the resources to single-handedly inform the homeless
population of their voting rights and encourage them to enrol.

» Entrenched poverty and personal hardship: homeless people are in a unique
situation, in that day-to-day survival is their first priority. While every homeless
person’s situation differs, there are common problems that recur within this
group — many have struggled with long-term poverty and unemployment;




drug, alcohol or gambling addictions; family and relationship breakdown;
mental health issues; sexual, emotional or physical abuse; and poor physical
health.

Additionally, they usually lack the money, resources and lifestyle stability
to keep informed about the political issues of the day. However, The Big Issue
believes that this fact should not be used as a reason to further exclude them
from the political process. Many homeless people would gladly take the
opportunity to vote if it were more readily available to them.

» Never been a target group. In recent years there has been a big effort made to
get more young people on the electoral roll, and to ensure that rural voters can
exercise their right to vote.

But the same cannot be said for the homeless population. Not one of the
homeless organisations The Big Issue has spoken to in the course of this year-
long campaign has ever received a visit from the AEC.

The homeless population is not always easy to access ~ but nor is this
group impossible to reach. As an example, during the last Census, the Australian
Bureau of Statistics made a concerted effort to count the homeless population
more accurately. The bureau even recruited homeless people ~ people who were
sleeping rough in abandoned lots and under bridges - to help comb the cities
and find and count others in their situation.

» Penalties for failing to vote

(a) Fines: if voters enrolled on the normal electoral roll do not vote, and don't
write to the AEC and provide a ‘valid and sufficient reason for failing to
vote’, they can be fined. But there is no definition of what constitutes a
‘valid and sufficient reason’, and homeless people often have great
difficulty in both sending and receiving correspondence.

The homeless population is by nature a transient population. When
a fine for failing to vote is not received due to their lack of a stable
address, additional court costs are incurred, even though the person may
not realise they have been fined.

This fine system is prohibitive and needs to be closely examined: it
ultimately discourages homeless people from enrolling to vote. As
mentioned above, experiences of upheaval, poverty and difficult life
circumstances mean many homeless people can not always exercise their
voting rights in the lead-up to an election.

Also, homeless people typically cannot afford to pay fines received
for minor offences; often, the result is a long and costly series of legal
processes that ultimately lead to additional court costs, spiraling debt, and
in some cases, a jail term. Fining people who are homeless and
experiencing extreme poverty only serves to further entrench
disadvantage. One way of overcoming this barrier would be to
include a provision in the Electoral Act that states that homeless people,
whether registered as itinerant electors or on the normal roll, are not
subject to fines if they fail to vote.

(b) Being struck off the roll: a registered itinerant elector who fails to exercise
their right to vote is subsequently struck off the itinerant elector roll.




Again, this rule discourages homeless people from being able to
exercise their right to vote. Homelessness is a condition that deserves
special consideration. Homeless people have more pressing concerns than
keeping their paperwork in order; in particular, finding food and safe
shelter (there is a chronic shortage of emergency and affordable
accommodation in Australian cities). Poor health, and lack of money and
resources, are other common problems that mean it may not always be
possible for a homeless person to make their way to a polling booth.

The Big Issue believes homeless people who don’t exercise their
vote should not be penalised in any way.

* Feelings of marginalisation: many homeless people feel that they have
already been left out of their immediate communities and pushed to the margins
of society. While many affirm that they do want to exercise their right to vote,
others profess a degree of apathy and disillusionment with our political system;
this can be attributed in part to their current lack of access to the vote. (A recent
study by Melbourne’s Hanover Welfare Services found that many homeless
people feel alienated from the electoral process, and do not believe that voting
will improve their situation.)

* Other concerns: it should be noted that any effort to increase the number of
homeless people on the electoral roll needs to be monitored carefully to guard
against the possibility of coercion on the part of any one political party. The
approach must be non-partisan. (In the US 2000 presidential elections, the US
Democrat party was accused of offering homeless people bribes such as packets
of cigarettes to attend polling booths and cast a vote.) However, with safeguards
in place, this situation need not arise in Australia - and again, it should not be
used as a reason to exclude homeless people from the political process.

Key recommendations

(1) That homeless people’s access to the electoral process in Australia be
reviewed and improved upon

(2) That any changes to the function of the Electoral Act take into account the
difficult circumstances faced by homeless people, with a view to assisting them to
participate in the democratic process, rather than penalising them if they do not;
in practice, this would mean the abolition of all fines and penalties for homeless
people who do not exercise their right to vote

(3) That the potential of the Itinerant Elector provision to function as a workable
option for homeless voters be investigated

(4) That the itinerant electors voting registration form itself — which is not
particularly user friendly - is simplified; and that the itinerant electors provision
is subsequently publicised as a valid avenue for homeless voters

(5} That a homeless person who registers as an itinerant elector, but who fails to




vote, not be penalised by being struck off the itinerant elector roll

{6) That homeless people on the normal electoral roll who fail to cast a vote be
exempt from having to provide a written “valid and sufficient reason’ for why
they did not vote; and that the fact they are homeless is automatically recognised
as being a ‘valid and sufficient reason’ for not voting

(7) That the Electoral Act be amended so that homeless people who are unable to
provide a stable living address can nominate a temporary address, or a “place of
local connection’ (as is the case in the UK). *

(8) That the proposed amendment to the Electoral Act requiring voters to
present original forms of paper identification at enrolment not be passed.
Homeless people encounter great difficulty in presenting such documentation.

{9) That the proposed amendment to the Electoral Act limiting the categories of
person authorised to witness a declaration of eligibility to vote not be passed.
Homeless people already have very limited access to authorised witnesses.

(10) That both welfare services who work with the homeless on a day-to-day
basis, and homeless people themselves, be encouraged to contribute knowledge
and suggestions for improving homeless people’s access to the electoral process;
and that homeless and welfare agencies be given extra resources and trained to
assist their clients to register to vote

(11) That the rolls remain open until the eve of an election, rather than being
closed within one week of the election being announced; and that homeless
voters be permitted register to vote in person right up to the day before the
election

(12) That field officers from the AEC make it a priority to visit homeless shelters,
refuges, transitional housing, disability support services and welfare
organisations to inform and assist homeless people with exercising their voting
rights

(13) That mobile polling booths be located in areas that are easily accessible to
the homeless population (see above)

* Last year, after five years of campaigning by UK organisation The Big Issue in
the North, British laws were changed so that homeless people could vote.
(Previously, a person who didn’t have a permanent address was simply excluded
from voting.) The Representation of the People Act 2000 allows homeless people
to list a ‘place of “local connection’ instead of a permanent address; this might be
a park where the person sometimes sleeps, or a drop-in centre they visit.
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No home, no vote:

how is that fair?

Qur homeless can’t
even protest about their
plight at the ballot box.

By SIMON CASTLES

electoral rell, amid the

haughty-sounding  addresses
familiar to us from years of playing
Monopaoly, are the anomalous words
“park bench', Not Park Lane, park
bench, This is the address of a
homeless man who, thanks to the
recently introduced Representation
of the People Act, is now permitted
o cast a vote — a single but highly
significant vote - come June 7.

By any measure, the act is a
rriumph for the voting rights of
homeless people. it allows for those
with no fixed address, formerly left
off the electoral roll altogether, to
register to vote by making a 'decla-
ration of local connection”. In other
words, instead of requiring a home
address in order to vote, homeless
people can qualify by providing
authorities with the address of a focal
day centre, or nearby cafe, or even,
as several rough sleepers have done,
a park bench — that is, some
location to which they have a con-
nection.

Incredibly, this piece of jegislation
has  the potentlal to add  some
250,000 voters to the turnout at
Thursday's British election.

So what is the cormresponding
arrangement in  Australia? In a
country that prides itself on its
egalitarianism — that loves to
imagine iiself as free of any British-
style class system — what is being
done to ensure homeless people vote
in our upcoming election? Welt
cobber, the answer to that one is
simple: bugger all.

Paradoxically, it is the very popu-
larity of the egalitarian myth in
Australia that operates as a sfum-
bling bleck 1o us taking the sorts of
measures introduced in Britain, We
are convinced there isn't a major
homelessness problem  here, so
related issues — such as the import-
ance of including homeless people in
the democratic process — are never
even raised.

Yet Ausiralia does have a home-
lessness problem, a large and grow-
ing one, Indeed, the Australian

SOMEWHERE on the British

Bureau of Statistics, using infor-
mation gathered at the last census,
puts the homeless population at
105,000, On a single night in 1996, in

other words, you could have packed
the MCG with homeless people.
News from this vear's census will be
no better — furure analogies will
require Colonial Stadium to deal
with the G's overflow.

Still, at least considerable effort is
being made to include homeless
peopie in the official population
statistics, The same can’t be said
about including them on the elec-
toral roll Tn 2001, Australia’s home-
fess will be encouraged w fill in
census lorms, but not, it would
seem, babtot papers,

At present, an Australian citiven
wha does not have a permanent
place of residence can apply to be
treated as an Ciinerant elector”
under section 96 of the Electoral Act
But only about 3500 people are
registered in this way, a figure
manifestly not representative of Aus-
tralia's growing homeless popo-
lation. Besides, as a spokesperson for
the Australian Electoral Commission
recently told The Big Issue magazine,
“Based on my experience, I think
that 99.9 per cent to 100 per cent of
{itinerant electors) are not homeless,
but are people like retiree workers
travelling around Australia, and
seasonal workers.”

The AEC admits, furthermore, to
having no specific program to
inform homeless people about
enrolment and voting, The job is 4
bhig one and resources are limited
{the Howard Government cut fund-
ing to the AEC in 1996}, The upshor
is that Australia's homeless, easily
equal in number to a federal elector-
ate, do not vote. Nor will they until
an  Australian  government  cam-
paigns to have them included on the
electoral roll — something neither
major party has shown any incli-
natien (o do.

Why not? Well, call me cynical, but
surely o government wanis voters
who plainly aren’t going to buy the
spin about rosy economic times.
Volers who know the emperor is
wearing no clothes. Voters, that is to
say, who are more than likely to
indge a protest vore against whatever
palitical party holds power.

It's saler all reund, theretore, for a
government to keep silent on the
issue. To turn away and pretend not
to see. To act, in other words, akin 1o
you and me, when we steal past a
homeless person crumpled in @
doorway.

Simnon Castles is the editor of The Big
Issue. E-malil: simon®@bigissue.org.au
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Somewhers on the British elartorad
rolt, amid the haughty-sounding addresses
familiar o us from years af plaving
Monopoby, are the anomalous wards pack
penct’. This is the address of a homeless
man who, thanks to the recently
introduced Representation of the People
Agt, was permitted 10 cast @ vote on 7
June,

By ary measure, the Act is a triumph
for the voting rights of homeless people.
It atlaws for those with no fixed address,
formeriy left off the efectoral rolt
altagether, ta register 1o vote by making
a ‘eclaration of local cennection”. in
other words, Instsad of requiring 2 home
address in order to vote, homeless people
can now qualify by providing authorities
with the address of a focal day centrs,
or nearby cafe, o even, as several raugh
steepers have done, a park bench,

So what is the correspanding
arrangement in Austraiia? in a country
that prices itself on its egalitarianism,
what is being done to ensure homeless
people vote in our upcoming election?
Well cobber, the answer to that ore is

A NEW DRUG TESTING
KIT ALLOWS PARENTS
TO SECRETLY CHECK
SURFACES FOR TRACES
OF ILLICIT SUBSTANCES.
WHAT DO YOU THINK
OF PARENTS USING
THESE KITS?

simple: buggsr ail.

Paradaxicatly, it i3 the very poputarty
of the egalitarian myth in Austratia that
apesates as a stumbiing block to us aking
the sorts of measures currently heing
intraduced in Brtain, We are convinced
there isn't & maior homelassness problem
i Australia, 5o related 1ssues arg never
aven raised.

Suffice it to say, Australia does have a
homelessness probitem. The Australian
Bureau of Statistics, using infermation
gathered at the tast census, puts the
homeless population at 105000, News
from this year’s census wiil be no bstter.

Still, at least considerabie effort is
peing made to actually Include homelass
peaple in the official population statistics.
In 2001, Australia’s homeless will be
encouraged 1o fill in census forms, but
not, it would ssam, ballot papers.

At present, an Austrailan citizan who
does not have a permanent place of
residence can apply to be treated as an

‘iinerant elector’ under section 96 of the
Electorat Act. But only about 3500 people
are currently registered in this way, a

Name: Cameron
Age: 21
Occupation: student

“You should ask yeur Kids first. If they
want to hide it from you, that's what they
want 1 do. To go to that extreme Is not
wusting your kids; but in some cases
maybe it is necessary.’

figura manifestly not representative of
Austrafia’s growing homeless population

The AZC admits, furthermora, o
naving o speclfic orograsm to nform
melgss peaple adout veling. Tt
i that Austrahia’s homeiass, easily squal
in number to 8 Federal elactorate, do nit
vate, Mor will they until an Austratian
governmant actively campaigns 1o have
them included on the electoral roll -
something neither maior party has shown
any inclination 1o want 1o da.

Why not? Well, call me eynical, but
surely no gevermnment wants voters whe
plainly aren’t going ta buy spin about rosy
economic imes. Yoters wha are more
than likely to lodge a protest vote,

Safgr atbround for a government 1o
keep silent on the issua. To tum away and
pretand not to see. To act, in other words,
akin to you and me, when we steal past 2
nomeless person crumpled in a doorway. O
Simon Casties
Editor

This is an edited varsion of an article that
first appearsd in The Age on § June

Name: Katie
Age: 20
Oecupation: sales assistant

I think it's a good idea if their kids are
using drugs, parents are not going to get
the truth out of them. They can find out
for surs and be able to start helping them
betare it's too late.’
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Over a century ago, og d remote
island at the adge of the world, history
was made: in 1893, New Zealand became
the first nation to grant women the vote.
Australia foltowed a close second, in 1802,

Australia saw snother landmark in
1967 when, smazingly late in the plece,
Ahoriginal people finatly won full vating
rights. Thase two victories sew women
and indigenous Australians gain a
demotratic voice, and the political
landscape began a gradual shift
towards being more inclusive.

Morg inchusive, ves — but inclusive
enough? Perhaps not. At last count, there
ware 105000 homeless people living
in Austratia; our next count, the fnoming
cansus, will probably tally even more.
But incredibly, thanks to laws that require
all voters to list 8 psrmanent address,
homeless people effectively cannot vote
in elections. Politicians don't sven bother
trying to win the homeless vote’ ~
because there isn't ons.
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FROM "SURVIVOR'
TO 'BIG BROTHER’
AND EVERYTHING
IN BETWEEN ~

WHY IS REALITY
TV SO POPULAR?

This fact caught the atiention of
our editor Simon Castles, and Sydney
journalist Matthew Koury's story on how
Australia’s homelass are et out of the
elgctoral process beging on page 24
Although homeless peophs have more
pressing needs than keeping abraast
of polities — i terms of priorities, food
comes before newspapers — imaging what
a difference those 105 000 votes could
make. The UK is about 1o find out: in
February, after a five-year campaign by
various local Big /ssue magazines and
charity groups, the UK's hemeless
population was finally granted the right
o vote.

Here in Australia, part of what The Big
izsue seeks 1o do is to give disadvantaged
people a voice — in part, by publishing
their writings in the Street Sheet {sea
page 10} A small step, admittedly, but
such opporiunities can bear imprassive
fruit, Take Maibourne vendor Gabrielie, a
reqular Street Sheet contributor: Gabrielle

MName: Naomi
Age: 76
Bccupation: teacher

It's an insight into other people’s lives
and the way that thay live their Jives, and
evarybody's curious to see if they're
normal ~ or we're normal — or if they're
strange.’

has just fulfilied a dream shared ty
wiiters all over Australia by having 2
piece of work accepted for publication
in the respected hterary journal Meamgin,
‘Disadvantaged people are silenced,”
says Gabrigte. My writmg volee may
never hava been heard if not for the
ancouragement and practical help
I've received, It would have rematned
a voice in the wilderness.” Gabrielle eites
the guidance of writers Arnold Zable
{currently running Big fssue vendor
writing workshops), Barry Dickins
{a former vendor writing tutor} and
‘unofficial mentor’ Natasha Cho (who
coordinates the website wwwihomelsss
writers metboumefringe org.aul &s inveluable, |
‘A person’s voice i their personal
power, says Babriglle. “The Big lssuzisa
stepping stone: it shows that if you just land
a tiny helping hand to somaone, you can
help bring their voice out into the world."
Mag Mundell
Acting aditor

Name: Megan
Age. 27
Occupation; parformer

‘| think that essentially people are
voyeuristic and they're interestad 1o sae if
they're nermal or not; they want to know
what other people do in the privacy of
their own homes.”
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. sreq fives on a gark bench in Suery

: Hills, 4 homeless hub of inner-city Sydney.

Alcaho! is a frequeng companion; e 5ips
an bottles of VB as he mutters gecasional
streaks of wisdom shrouded by a cloud of
lags coherent utterings.

Greg's living circumstances mean that
in at least one official capacity, he doesn't
roally exist. The voice of Australia’s
homeless population is mutfled almost
10 silence, although their total number is
clase 1o 105 000, And their political voice
is nor-existent: hasically, homeless
people don't vote.

"They can't find you, they can't fine
you,” says Greg, proud of his non-
participation in the democratic pracess
tor the last 10 years. He doesnt think
demeeracy is that great a thing, anyway.

: They' are the Australian Elactoral
 Commission (AEC), the bureaucratic arm
st democrady, which deems voting
compulsary for every citizen over the age
of 18 with an address. If enroilad voters
fail to vote they receiva & fing of §55,
which i sent 1o their mailbox. if they

" gon't have a maibox, the AEC has

newhere to send the fing. instead, the

non-votar is found guilty in court, in their

absance, for failing to vote and failing to

pay the fine. Absentee voters can anly

.. forget once.

" “adrian, 8 much youngar man than

" Greig, is sharing Greg's bench for @ while.
His voice and face do not shaw signs of
she congnual atconol abuse that Greg's
body and mind have been subiectad to.
instead, his ramblings ring from a man
determined 1o change the direction of his
lifa. He voted absantee aftar he ieft his
fixad address, but was stuck off the

Every adult citizen is meant
So why are most of Australia’s 105

electotai roll after he failed to vote.

1 tells me that my vote isn't desired
anymare. | didn’t pay the fine for not
voting, $0 | suppose it's my faglt I'm
ot on the electoral roll." He pauses
for thought, and finally says: | think
the issues we are concernad with are
ditferent to the issues elections are
about.

Sn what do the homsless care about?
Primarily, fundamental issues lika food,
clothes and shelter. According to Michael,
aither Beaziey nor Howard is likely to
make much change 1o the pressing nature
of such neads.

tichae!, wearing thick giasses and a

conversations revolve around pub falk —
commen opinions without a fot of
knowiedge, he says.

This hostel worker says the amount
of newspapers he recycles each week is
row one-fifth of the amount he used t
racycle 15 years ago, when he started
working at the hostal, He feels that the
homeless people he is in contact with
now seem to be reading less and are
less interested in media issues.

Guha Prasad, speaking from Sydney
City Mission's Matthaw Talbot Hostel in
Darlinghurst, says that only ahout 20 of
all the transient patrens who freguent the
hostal are listed on the electorai roli The

{

hasehall cap. sits in the same Coraer
of the park as Greg and Adrian. | am
basically ilfiterate on government,’ he
says, ‘but § know they all screw up.
Howard, Keating, Liberal, Lahor, Paufine
Hanson, doesn't matter, They all strew up
and we've gotia pay the consequences
of that.

it seems that while the hemeiess
ara counted in the official population
statistics, when it comes 1o voting time
they don't count at all. A spokesparson
from a Wesley Mission hoste! in the inner
city, whe prefers to remain nameless,
says, ‘On census night [the govermment]
makea sure they have everyong down, and
they do that well. But they don't do that
for elactions.

“The long-term homeless, howaver,
are mainly apolitical and most

sy

| It tells me that my vote isn't desired anymore.

,,u..___m_uM,Mm_._,_..m.,M__.__‘u.,-.__.,__w__.__._w..__...M.,._._._.."_..w..._.m.,*..‘,..._......,_....._..,.y, RPN}

rest, he says, don't vore. The refuge has
180 bads, oecupied for short amounts af
time by various homeless Gitizens.

Hemetess hostals are not encouraged
by the govarnment of the AEC to ensure
their patrons afe on the slectorat roll
Most hoste! workers have pever saen
an itinerant slecior application form.

An Australian citizen who does not
have a permanent place of residence
can apply 1o be freated as an "inerant
alacior, under Section 98 of the Elsgioral
Act. If successtul, they are piaced on the
alactoral roll in & seat of previous
casidance, of whers their next of kin is
currently enroliad. Altermatively, they oan
apply to be fisted in the subdivision they
were bom in o, if thay ars immigeants,
the subdivision where they have the
ciosest connection.

to have the right to vote.
000 homeless

people shut out of the electoral process?
Matt Khoury reports. Photo by Marcus Struzina.

There are curtently 3527 registered
itinarant slectors in Australia, So who are
these people? Kathy Mitchell, speaking
on behatf of the AEC, says, ‘Based on my
gxpertence, | think that 49 9 per cent to
100 per cent of [them} are not homeless,
hut are peapie ke retiree workers
traveliing around Australia, and seasonal
waorkers,

For & parsen to be treated as an
itinarant, the AEC needs that person
nominate an address for the purposes
of correspandence, Essentiglty, in order
10 achieve this on a wide scale, the AEC
would need to be in contact with the
nostels that are aware of the local
homeless population.

“Tne AEC does not have a specific
program aimed at informing homeless
people about ensgiment and voting,” $ays
aitched!, ‘although there has heen some
ad hoc work in the past.

1 believe this i mainky hecause
homeless peopte are 8 difficult target
group to reach with information and our
resaureas are not untimited,” she says.
These resources were tightened further
when tha Howard Government cut funding
to the AEC in 1996

Mitchell also paints out that the
criteria for voting rights, which include
heing an Australian citizen over 18 who
has not served a prison sentence of five
years ur more, fequire that an elector be
‘of sound mind’. Many homelass peoph
who suffer from addictions and mental
finess, says Mitchell, do not fal into this
ategony. _

Some have raised the concem that
electorates could be stacked with
itinerants t the advantage of 2 cartam




party. If this concern about the intagrity
of politicians is actually helping block
homaless people's lack of access to the
vating process, then it seems that the
homieless are paying dearly for the
nravious dishonesty of a handful of
poiiticians.

“This issug hasn't got a {of of
attention,” admits Mitchell. For

yuali ng made Ly the AEC must be
specific, he says, and they should nat
take such a crude Blanket approach.

1 think it's symptomatic of
homelassness and its invisible nature that
thase citizens are not on the rall,” savs
Bartlett,

‘The amount of homeless people
not on the rolt is more than a Fadersl
glectorats, The electorate is missing out
or their influence and political policias
arg fess fikely to be geared towards them.
{ think it would make a differenca if they
wars on the 1ol

Bartiatt says that similar problams
gxist with young people who are not
on the electoral roll. This problem is
countared by education through schools
and universities and Bartlett suggest that
a similar campaign could be conducted
within the nefwerk of homeless hostels.

Margerate Biakers, speaking on hehalf
of the Greens in Canberra, has also
suggested a policy aimed at including the
disadvantaged in the voting process.

‘I's just not on,” she says. 'Wa should
get them 1o enrof and get them to vote.’

:3

'%3

3
prEsnEEEsRaiEit

e
smnsessard?
Ty
i)
4,
t, "
#

a
|
!

After a six-year
pattle, the UK's
homeless can
finally vote

in elections.

By Meg Mundell.
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“The amount of homeless people not on
the roll is more than a Federal electorate.’

And support for the idea, at least
in theary, doesn’t stop there, Assistant
national secratary of the Labor Party, Tim
Gartratl, has said, ‘Tha ALP supports every
mova by the AEC to maximise enroiment,’
While the AEC's efforts to this end do not,
on the face of it, seem t0 hava basn
particularly far-reaching, Gartrell concedes
that this is not a@n ideal situation: ‘The
eurrent enrolment specifications preclude
homeless peeple from voting, The criterie

restricts access to the democratic process”

Senator Faulkner, shadow minister
for public administration and government
services, atse supports his view,

The shadew ministry has exantined the
question betore in relation to nomadic
indigenous Australians, and has a gensral
policy 1o maximise the electorats and

A law introduced in the UK earlipr
this year marks a triumph for the vating
rights of the LUK's homeless popuiation,
{(n 16 February, atter a six-year campaign
led by Big Issue magazines in Britain and
Scotland and supported by various
charities, new legislation was introduced
that gives rough steepers and those in
temporary accommodation the fight to
vote in elections.

Ia the past homeless people wers
unabie to vote because they could not

list a stable address on registration forms.

But under the new Reprasentation of
the Pecple Act, an estimate 250000
hamaless peopla are now able 1o
participate in the democratic process:
instead of having to give a permanent
address, those with no fixed abode can

keep the elactoral roll open after an
slection is called.

No Australian government, Liberal
ar Labor, has evar actively campaignad
0 use Section 98 of the Electoral Act
o have the homeiass listed as itherant
slactors,

The recent inquiries into the integrity
of the eisctoral roll have focused on the
tssue of fraud: that is, who is on the roll
and shiouldn't be, rather than who has
neen lett o the roll but should Bave been
includad. investigations have besn gesred
towards the politicians, not the citizens.

A spokesparson for Senator Fautkner
sard any argument that uses the perceived
threat of electora! rorting as a good
reason not {0 make use of the itinerant
glector legislation is an exaggeration, as

now list the address of a ‘local
connsction’ ~ which could be a place
whare thay reqularly spend time, even
a local cafe in the vicinity where thay
sometimes sleep.

As wall as this new local connection’
provision, homeless people will also
now be abie to make use of 'rolling
registration’ — a system that allows them
to register ior voting up to a month before
an election, instead of having just the ona
chance to register annually, as was the
casg praviously.

Other vulngrable groups have also
been included under the new Act: for the
first time, patients in mental institutions
(except these heid for criminal behaviour)
and remand prisoners will alse be given
the right to vote.

an AEC analysis has shown that such
orts don't oscur on 8 wide scale.

The current system orotacts the
integrity of demacracy,” says Lynton
Croshy, National Director of the Liberal
Party. "You have to have safeguards that
homeless paople are not used 10 rort the
electoral act”

Whan The fig Jssue questioned
Crosby about the need for such

i} that hom
are entitled 1o a provisienat vote
glection by simply turning up 1o the
poliing booth on election day and proving
they are entitled to vole in that seat,
When The Big lssue peintad out that
homeless people by definition don’t have
a permangent residential address and
would tharafors find ft difficult to prove
thair eligibliity, Crosby replisd, 'it's hard to
argue that people moving around should
be able to alect & local member, a5 they
don't have a relationship with that areg -~
uniass they can prove thay move around
within ona sgal.” This opinicn, however,
did not saam 1o apply to absantee voters,
In the maantime, Greg, still parked on
his bench in Surry Hills, isonaroliof a
differant kind. He's continually muttering
that all politicians are rubbish, and he
dogsn't care about them. They talk iots
of rubbigh, he says, but never actually do
anyihing, He keeps calling slections horse
races, saying there isn't a decent horse
in the race. He says the world would be
a better place without politicians, It was
atmast as if Greg was getting his own
back.

Rough slegper Kevin Lipiatt from
Penzance welcomad the new laws,
saying, ‘The right 1o vote may seem like
a waste of time at first, but voting can
change things.’

“This is good news for homeless
pecple,’ savs Chris Hoimes, director of UX
homeless sharity Sheiter. ‘It gives them g
voice in the democratic process.” Kathiean
Caskie, spokesperson for The Big fssue in
Scotland, agrees; ‘Homeloss peoplg can
now have a direct influence on the
politicians who are repregenting them.’

The push is row on to encourage the
nomeless pepulation to have thair say,
with UK cherities and The Big Issue
joining forces in a bid to get as many
nomeless people registered as possible. O
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i ; The Hon John Howarg, MP
ﬂngal’ﬁg gampalgn Prime Minister ef“;&zrstralia
o Chﬁ'ﬂg@ the. Parliament House
el&cfgra’ iaws 50 Canbarra ACT 2601

that homel&ss_ June 2001

peop

Iie oan vate in

Re: Big fssue campaign — Votes for the Homeless

“Dear Prime Minister, -

At the coming fedaral elaction, most of Australia’s 108 000 homeless peopie will not vate. They are not on the
‘glectoraf roll beeause they don't have a permanent place of residence.

The Big issua Austraﬁa is wnt:ng 10 you, and to other pofitical leaders in Australiz, to Jaunch an ongoing campaign
to change the gleetorat Jaws to enable homelass people 1o vote,

to i‘he falla wmg.
. letter.

[ The Big Jssug is a fortrightly naws and current affairs mapazine soid by homeless, formerly homeless and

_ unemployed vendors, wha keep half of the magazine’s cover price as a direct form of self-garned income. Enclosod
Is a copy of the magazine containing a faature story examining how the homeless are currently shut out of the
aiacterai process.

in the tead-up 10 the fodaral slection, The Big issue will be representing Australia’s sizeable homeless poputation in
an effart to bring about chariges 1o the voter registration Syster - changes that will give humeloss Avstratiang the
opportunity Lo participate in our dermocracy. We wilt be keeping our readers informad of progress snd encouraging
them to join the camaaign,

After a six-year campaign by various homeless charities and Big lssue magazines in the UK. ia Fel
4 niw Act was passed, which paved the way for Britain’s homelass population to vote in thelr !
Rupresantutlon of the People Act dutress that bomeless peonts are now altle 10 Tigt @ eoal oonnant
& parmanent sudresy; they cen alse make use of 'rolling registration’, s svstom that allows them 16 ragis
vouing at any time up to one month befors an election, instaad of having just the one chanca W register annlislly as
was %ha casa p!ev:ously

of ?Iiis vear

N B
The Big fssue Australis hopes to achieve & simitar outcome: we demand that for the caming foderal etection
o Aus*tralias 105000 humeiess pecple are given the same chance to exercise their vating rights as other Australian
" gitizens:

Cﬂn you please advise us by return mall whether you support our campaign 1o introduce new legislation, which,
through similar provisions te those introduced in Britain, would alfow homeless people to vote in Austialian
elections?

We look forward

- The B:g issure Aizstraha

__.From Th@ Bi |SS14£~ edition ]28 J‘un; /J'uly QQQ[

This lefler  wWas Sen‘l ouf 4o the leaders <] all W\G‘JW'PDH’\M‘ P avtics
'n Mﬁmhm Wc ore gefhing vaxid vrfpomoo SOMe supprdive (?ruguﬁ)

\Ng‘f:.:‘& hal . sioce Q"‘”jfd 'ﬂnd’I ’h\e olmost (omPrfci? underutilised
Winevant Elec,’ron provigion (m’\'hc E\ea’ma Act) Seems 4o be e

woff  promising  Avenue to Puuqe.
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| became homelsss dus to
my fault and also due to childhood
problems, social problems and
unemployment.”

Thesa are the words of Alan
Priscott, wha sells The Big Issugin
Cape Town, South Africa, But Alan's
waords would no doubt rasonate with
homsiess people the waorld over, with
all those individuals whose persanal
axpariences, when combined with the
wider world of unemployment and
gross mequality, have left them ocut in
the cold.

Ong of the great things about the
globai street paper movement — of
which the magazine you're halding is
an integral part — is the way it has
given a voice to pecple so iong denied
ona. Sadly, as a society, we much
prefer to walk or by homeless and
long-tarm unemployed people (both
fiteralty and figuratively! than to hear
their unsettiing stories.

Street papers such as The Big lssue

SHOULD VOTING
BE COMPULSORY?

have gone some way, | believe,
towards acdressing this situation. As
well a5 providing an opporiunity for the
homeless and long-term unamployed 10
heip themselves ($1.50 of every Big
fssue sold is direct income for the
sellar}, sireet papers offer that most
rare of things in the world of print
madia: column inches to the poor and
disenfranchised.

There's the Street Sheet, for
instance, which runs in every edition of
the magazine, and is made up of
contributions twritings, photography
and artworks) by Big lssue vendors and
other homeless and unemployed
people (ses 0.9}, There's also the
vendor portrait (see p. 8} — certainly the
most popuiar page with readers -
which gives brilliant snapshots of
irdividuals struggling and striving at
society’s marging.

Additionally, this particular edition
of The Big lssug includes a couple of
special features on the subject of

Anthony, 18

‘No. If you don't want to vote, you
shouldn't be made 0. I'd do a donkey
vote every singie time.” ~

giving a greater voice 1o the homeless
and unemployad.

in what we hope will become a
semi-regular feature, streel papers
around the world recently hooked up a
nurnber of their vendors by e-mail so
they could share with sach ather - and
yltimately us — the experience of living
in paverty, whether that be in South
Africa (lke Alan, quoted above),
Holland, Scotland, Brazil or Australia.
This remarkable featurs, "Street Talk',
begins onp. 16,

Also in this edition we report on
our CNGoINg campaign o improve the
voting rights of homeless people. As
Australia goes 1o the polls, what is
heing done to ensure that those
without an address are able o exercise
their demacratic right? Deputy editor
Meg Mundeli hag been bugy chasing
gur political leaders for answers, Her .
story begins on p.21. 13
Simon Castles
Editor

Joel, 18

‘No. In the US it's voluntary, and #f
you don't want 0 vate you shouidn’y
have to.




29.10.2001 - 12.11.2801 ‘ 2 1

§g¥¥§mﬁ§m;
‘%—iﬂ&ﬁﬁmﬁ

i
g

Lights, camers, buildust; the
aleetion is aimost upen us. John

- Howard has had those gigantic
- caterpillar eyebrows groomed for his
Ty interviews, and Kim Beazley has
"~ slirnmed down with a punishing
cabbage soup regime.

At the time of writing, there's an ad
on TV that encourages every Australian

In May this year The Big Issue revealed that in Australia,
most homeless people don't vote. So we launched a campaign
and demanded our political leaders respond. On the eve of
the Federal election, deputy editor Meg Mundeli reports on
what Howard and Beazley have to say about the thousands

of Australians whose lives don’t count.

citizen to enrol to vote. Produced by the
Austratian Electoral Commission (AEC),
it's a heart-warming little number, and
guite expensive tooking. To the sound
of John Farnharn belting out You're
the Voice', the camera follows
everyday Australiang as they mop.
floors, play lawn bowls; wash™
elephants and fly light aircraft. ‘On

election day, every voice will be heard
—and gvery vota counts,” says the
VOICEOVEL.

But thare are soma places the
camera doesn't go; into the dimly It
hallways of Australia’s hostels and

“emergency accommodation services;
urider bridges, through abandoned
Huitdings and vacant lots; and ail those

nther hidden spots where Australia’s
105 000 homeless psople spend their
nights.

Perhaps the budget didn't stretch
to visiting those places, Or perhaps the ™
vaiceover man in the TV ad is speaking
cadswallop. Because not everyone’s
voice will be haard on eltection day.

Forgive us for sounding frustrated. >
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=Bt for four months, The Big /ssue has
been nunning & sampaigh centred
o# the fact that & high proportion of
Australia’s homeless population cannot
vote in elebtions, Peaple without an
atdress are excludad from the electoral
process. Avenuss do exist for homalass
people 10 vote, but those avenues are
not signposted and are barely used,
Politicians don't hother trving te win
the homaless vote — becausa, in effsct,
thare isn't one. And a huge chunk of
the population is politically silenced.
Organisations working with the
hometess population have shown
strong support for The Big lssug's
campaign. Saivation Army
communications manager John Dalziel

whom voiced support, trying to actuaily
changs the situation has proven to be a
headache. In fact, the soundtrack to our
campaign has baen less John Farmnham
and more the dull thud of banging your
head against 2 brick wall,

s not that this subject isn't a big
deal: there ara issuas of democratic
representation and autright faimess,
and those 105000 votes could make a
big differance. We suspect it's more to
do with the fact that admitting Australia
has & significant homelessness probiem
is a bit awkward. k raises some
uncomfortable questions. Fasfer to
ignore it

Some countries seem to have
gotten it together on this front. In the

lived previousty; where your naxt of
kin is enrolled; or, as with recent
immigrants, in the subdivision where
you have the ‘closest connection’.

But there are currently only about
4000 itinerant elactors in Australia: a
tiny figure when set against a
homeless population of 105000,
What's more, in & pravious interview
with this magazine (Fc#126), the AEC
estimated that '99.9 to 100 per cent of
fitinerant alectors] are not homeless.
but are people fike retirss workers
travelling around Austrafia, and
seasonal workers.”

In short, the Electoral Act does
lsave sorme room for homeless people
to vote — but that reom is tucked away

hard to get hold of but eventually had
some strong words to say. He called for
electoraf reform: "Homaless Austrafians
deserve full access to the electoral rofl
The Greens demand that the laws be
changed to thoss similar in Britain
where there is a special provision for
those without a home. Failing this, the
currant finerant’s rell should he
property promoted and advertised so
that homelass people use this process
Kim Beazley wins the prize for the
secong-longest letter. Hera's an extract:
Tt is appating that almost all homeless
people are not envolled, only 53 per
cent of 18 vear olds are enrolled and 54
per cent of Abarigines are enroted
iwhile] 95 per cant of non-indigenois
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Politicians
don't bother
trying to win the
homeless vote — |
because, in effect, |

there isn't one

says giving homeless people a political
YDice I vital not just for the sake of
democracy, but also for the individuals
themsetves. F think it's very important,
not least of afl because it empowers
homeless peopie and says to them,
“Just because you're homeless doesn't
mean nobody loves you, or that nobody
eares about you."’ £nsuring that
homeless people can vote, says Dalziel
is & way to give same substance to
that [assurance]

None of the homeless services
contacted by The Big lssue had ever
received a visit from the AEC 1o discuss
the issue of the homeless votae.
However, these grganisations say
voling is an important issue for many of
their clients: 1 is traditianat on election
tay," says Dalziel, that many homeless
sefvices put their peaple on a bus and
drive them to the closest potting booth
whare they can cast an absentee vate.
- But the cateh s, 1o be able to do
dt, they have 1o have aiready filled in
-an enrglment form ~ they must already
“he avolied somewhere.

Although we've had letiers of
response from several of our county's
pelitical feaders 1ses belows, many of

UK earlier this vear, the faw was
changed to give homeless people the
vone, Instead of having to fist a
permanent address, they can now give
a local connection’ ~ any spot whera
they reguiarly spend time. Even Russia
recently changed its laws to give
homeless peopie voting rights,

There's been almost no research
into exact numbers, but it i
acknowledged that a farge chyrk of
Australig’s homeless population doesn't
make it 1o the ballot box, But its a
cloudy issue. Depending on whom you
ask, the facts vary widely. Wa do know
that the address problem prevents
many from ensolling and casting &
‘normal’ vote. If they are staying
temporarily in a hostel, some may giva
that address. And as Dalzie! explains
above, if they are already on the roll
and can get to a poliing booth, they can
cast an ‘absentee’ vote. But if theyre
not already on the roll, tough luck.

However, Australia’s Electoral Act
has a little-used subsaction — the

‘Mtinerant Eiector’ provision, To register -

as an itinerant elactor, you don't need -
a fixed abode. You can enral in the
area where you were bom or have

in a high tower and hardly anvang
knows whera it is,

I your head is reeling after the last
few paragraghs — and let's admit it, the
finer points of our Elecioral Act are
hardiy sexy - imagine how difficult it
is for someone who's homeless to
negotiate the paperwark,

Speaking of paparwark, whan The
Big Issue wrote to our political leaders
informing them of the situation and
asking that the electoral procass
be made more accessible far homeless
people, we did get responses from
mtst, Some were ancouraging; some
eurt; soms were your standard rasponse
letter chumed out of the photocopier,

We got this reply from John
Anderson, daputy PM and feader of the
National party {well, actually, from his
"senior advisor'}; "M Anderson: has
noted your comments and appreciates
your taking the time fo draw your
vigws to his attention.’ (Ges, thanks
John! We reafly appraciate your
second-hand aporeciation.) A follow-up

- phbne'q:sli revealed, rather abruptiy,
that Mr-Anderscn 'will not be making
any further responga’,

Green feader Bob Brewﬁ proved

Australians are enrolled. These dreadfyl
statistics are not simply the result of
axireme poverty and Jow education
standards: govermment policies have
als0 exacerbatad the problem.’

(We presume Kim is refering to the
pelicles of both Liberal and Labor down
through the decades, not just those of
the current Howard government )

Mora from Kim, who ssems to
support The Big fssug's carmpaign: “Al
Australians have the right to enroi and
te vote and removing opportunities for
the disadvantaged to snrol is
undemucratic... A Labor government
would take direct steps to improve and
sustain the gnrolment foevels of young,
indigenous and homeless Australians.'

Taking out the prize for the longest
letter (fusst over two pages) was
Tasmanian Liberal Senator Eric Abetz,
replying on behalf of John Moward,
Eric was pretty helpfui, compiling a
iong lecture ahout the itinerant elactor
provision (but not acknowdedging that
hardly anyone uses 1) and providing
contact details for two important
groups with rather long names: the
AEC's School and Community Visits
Program Working Party, and the Joint -
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We've heard from
the country’s political
leaders — but what

do homeless people

themseives think
about the whole
voting issue?

By Meg Mundell

Fric glso sait “The Issue of

" anralment and voting for homeless

people has racently been included as
an itsm for consideration by the AEC's
[above-mantionad] Working Party,
wihileh develups stratepies for
educating Australians about enrolment
and voting in fedsral elsctions. ..

'if considered necassary or
appropriate, tha AEC working party
may suggest that the AEC, in its
(JSCEMY], recommend lagislative
changes in relation to assisting
homeiess people participate in the
alectoral process.”

{As it turns out, the JSCEM is not part
of the AEC. it's a separate body,)

Democrats deputy leader Aden
Ridgeway passed our fetter on to the
appropriate person, WA Senator

* Andrew Murray, who said he strongly

backed our cause: ‘| am aware of the
new provisions Sherating in Britain and
am sympathetic to your view. My party

.and | are strong advocates of

maximising enrolmert,
"As a first step, | have reforred the
British provisions to the Australian -

As Tha Big issue went to press,
Hanover Welfare Satvices, 2 non-
governmant agency set up to assist
Metbourne’s homeless population,
was in the middle of carrying cut a
survey that sgems to be yieiding some
interesting results.

“We wanted 10 give people who
are experiencing homalessness a voice
in the federal slection campaign,” says
Hanover's research and development
manager Michag! Horp,

Hanover asked 167 of its clients
people experencing differant stages
of homelessnass — a series of
questions about voting and elections,
Although the research was stiil being
collated, Hom says prefiminary
findings suggest the homeless
pepulation feels semewhat excluded
from the democratic process,

Electorai Commission and have drawn
the attention of the JSCEM {of which
i am a mambar) 1 this issue,

Andrew, who, true to his word, had
fotlowed through and raisad the issue
with bath the AEC and the committes,
contacted The Big lssue later with &
query: “The JSCEM has asked me to
astablish how your figura of 105000
homeless pecple is made up.’ (We
didn't make it up, we promise! it came
from the 1996 census.)

“Indicative findings sugnest that
slightly over haif of those surveved
belfieve that the outcoms of the
alection will make either no differencs
or not much difference 1o their
situation,’ says Horn.

Of those surveyed, 40 per cant
who wers eligible to vote in
Australia’s last faderal election in
1998 did not vote. And early results
indicate that some
43 per cent of the people surveyed
said that they were unlikely to vote
in the upcoming election,

The survey, carried out over a one-
waek period in October, also asked
respondents to name the issues that
politicians needed to give top priority.
The three biggest issues cited were:
unemployment and job creation: the
provision of morg affordabie housing;

senaiors,” he said. ‘lts up to the
senator concernad to follow it up.’
Had b heard of any homelass votin
campaign? No, sorry. )

All this chasing pollies and joint
commitiees afound was getting tiring,
So we spoks to the AEC diract.

"We want 10 make sure thas
averybody who is eligible to vote can
have their say,” said AEC spokesman
Brian Hallett. ‘Paople shouidn't miss
out just because they are homeless.”

It’s appalling that almest all
homeless people are not enrolled’

This was alf sounding rather
encouraging. We imagined the oint
standing committee standing — jointly,
of course — around a huge oak tabls,
distussing how to make it easier for
homeless people to vota, So we mads
a follow-up call to the JSCEM to see
how things were going.

But aithough Senator Murray did
indeed raise the issue with the JSCER,
the commitiee spokesman we
contacted didn't know what we ware
on abaut. “The committae only
considers issues raised by individual

Hallett said the issue of the homaless
vote was raisad within the AEC earlier
this year (thanks, it ssems, to The

Big Issue’s campaign}, but that the
COMMISSIon's main task this year

has bean preparing for the Federal
election.

‘Hlections are the great leveller, My
vote and your voie and Kerry Packer's
vota all get equal value,” said Hallett,
Bet, he conceded, 'It's fair to say that
ithe homeless population} has ot bean
a target group. Jur main target group
has been young people.” So far, the

and increased sssistance for people
experiencing homelessnass.

The most common answar to the
guestion: "What should eur politicians
be doing to assist you in your current
situation? was that they needad 1o
provide more jobs, A commanly cited
reasen for not voting was that it was
sean as ‘unlikely to help ma improve
my situation’,

‘These indicative findings suggest
that more effort needs to be made o
ensure that homsless people have a
chance to vate in future elections’
says Horn. o

Hanaver Welfare Services' full report
will be refaased towards the end of
October. Anyone interested in abtaining
a copy can contact Michae! Hom on
{03/ 3599 5388,

;

homeless vote has not really been high
on the agenda, he said, hut it probabhy
should be, ., Parhaps this is someathing
that deserves morg attention.

1t's fair to say that there are some
SYSTRMIC {s5ues here, to do with the
way slections work, that are basad on
some premisas that don't apply to all
Australians.’

Hallett said working with
organisations that deal with the
homeless on a daily basis would be
the bast avenue, "We're always keen
to work with groups in the community
wha are difficult to access,” he said.
The AEC already has extensive
programs in place 10 reach rural voters,
inciuding ‘remote mobite polling' -
sending ballot-box toting teams into
the far outhack in four-whee! drives,
helicopters and light aircraft,

After every Federal election, there
is & public inquiry inte how the alection
was conducted. The integriteof the
system is scrutinised, submissions are
made, politicians debate the issuas,
fists are banged on nak tabias, a vast
amount of paper gets shuffled. . and,
if The Big lssue has its way, iaws gat
changed. Stay tuned. o
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