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Introducing Disabled Persons Assembly NZ
We work on systemic change for the equity of disabled people 
Disabled Persons Assembly NZ (DPA) is a not-for-profit pan-impairment Disabled People’s Organisation run by and for disabled people.
We recognise:
· Māori as Tangata Whenua and Te Tiriti o Waitangi as a founding document of Aotearoa New Zealand;
· disabled people as experts on their own lives;
· the Social Model of Disability as the guiding principle for interpreting disability and impairment; 
· the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities as the basis for disabled people’s relationship with the State;
· the New Zealand Disability Strategy as Government agencies’ guide on disability issues; and 
· the Enabling Good Lives Principles, Whāia Te Ao Mārama: Māori Disability Action Plan, and Faiva Ora: National Pasifika Disability Disability Plan as avenues to disabled people gaining greater choice and control over their lives and supports. 
We drive systemic change through: 
Rangatiratanga / Leadership: reflecting the collective voice of disabled people, locally, nationally and internationally. 
Pārongo me te tohutohu / Information and advice: informing and advising on policies impacting on the lives of disabled people.
Kōkiri / Advocacy: supporting disabled people to have a voice, including a collective voice, in society.
Aroturuki / Monitoring: monitoring and giving feedback on existing laws, policies and practices about and relevant to disabled people.
The Submission
1. Introduction
There have been improvements made in around ensuring greater access by disabled people to the electoral and political process in New Zealand.
However, barriers remain to the full participation of disabled people within the electoral and political process which ranges from barriers to exercising the right to vote through to being selected and/or standing as candidates and being elected to serve as local councillors or parliamentarians.
Disabled people’s organisations and disability groups raised concerns around the ongoing lack of electoral accessibility before the last general election held in 2023, with concerns being expressed by the blind and low vision community around the lack of electronic voting and other accessibility measures.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/election-2023-disability-advocacy-groups-call-for-better-access-to-nz-voting-system/K2B7744ZERGCVP22HGJCSBCJAE/

] 

The New Zealand Electoral Commission has taken positive measures under its Electoral Access Strategy 2020 in recent years to increase electoral participation by disabled people.[footnoteRef:3]  We still have concerns that some disabled people are not voting due to the barriers that some within the disability community experience when doing so. [3:  https://elections.nz/assets/access-2020-disability-strategy.pdf
] 

The New Zealand Electoral Commission’s report on voting and non-voting in the 2023 election, found that while more disabled people were more likely to have enrolled (56%) than the average non-disabled person, fewer disabled people cast a ballot at the election compared to 2020.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  https://elections.nz/assets/2023-General-Election/voter-and-non-voter-survey-2023.pdf
] 

This submission draws upon the New Zealand Government’s Independent Election Review Panel’s report Our Recommendations for a Fairer, Clearer, and More Accessible Electoral System (2024)[footnoteRef:5] , official reports from the New Zealand Electoral Commission and other sources, media reports and direct feedback from disabled people received by our organisation. [5:  https://www.justice.govt.nz/assets/Documents/Publications/Independent-Electoral-Review-Final-Report-November-2023.pdf
] 


2. Electoral Law
New Zealand parliamentary elections – to the House of Representatives - are held under the auspices of the Electoral Act 1993,[footnoteRef:6] which is now well over thirty years old with many provisions in that law carried over from its 1956 predecessor.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1993/0087/latest/DLM307519.html
]  [7:  https://www.nzlii.org/nz/legis/hist_act/ea19561956n107130/
] 

At the local government level, the Local Electoral Act 2001 governs the electoral system used for local councils.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2001/0035/latest/DLM93301.html
] 

In terms of the Electoral Act 1993, some aspects of that law are abelist in nature as some of its provisions infringe on the rights of disabled people. This includes the use of archaic language around mental health and disabled people.
Disabled Persons Assembly has recommended to the Government’s independent electoral review[footnoteRef:9] that the Act be re-written to include appropriate, modern language around mental health and disability and that the electoral disqualification for people with psychosocial and learning disabilities who have committed criminal offences be removed as mooted by the panel. [9:  https://www.dpa.org.nz/page/71/AllSubmissions.html
] 

We also recommended that the provisions allowing for legislators to be removed on the grounds of mental incapacity (mental health status) from sitting in Parliament be abolished. 

3. The New Zealand Disability Strategy (2016–2026) aims to improve electoral and political participation by disabled people 
The New Zealand Disability Strategy[footnoteRef:10] is the Government’s primary vehicle for implementing the UNCRPD.  [10:  Office for Disability Issues. New Zealand Disability Strategy. Accessed from: https://www.odi.govt.nz/nz-disability-strategy/
] 

A priority was made (Priority 11) under Outcome 8 – Leadership to promote disabled people participating in political and civic processes. The scope of this action includes identifying existing opportunities and developing practical strategies to overcome barriers that limit the involvement of disabled people in areas from being able to cast a ballot through to standing for and holding office at both local and central government level.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Office for Disability Issues. Outcome 8 – Leadership. Accessed from: https://www.odi.govt.nz/nz-disability-strategy/outcome-8-leadership/

] 


4. Election Operations – positive changes made
There were accessibility improvements made at the 2023 New Zealand General Election to ensure that all voters, including disabled people, could participate. 
This arose out of the Electoral Commission implementing its Access 2020 Election Strategy,[footnoteRef:12] although this is happening at a slower pace than many in the disability community would like.  [12:  Electoral Commission. Access 2020 Disability Strategy. Accessed from: https://elections.nz/assets/access-2020-disability-strategy.pdf.
] 

Disabled Persons Assembly have acknowledged the steps that were taken to improve electoral accessibility in 2023, which included:
· the expansion of voting places into highly frequented public spaces including supermarkets and malls, and
· an increase in the number of advance voting places.
These steps meant that more disabled people and other electorally disadvantaged population groups had improved access to voting than at the previous election in 2020.
The electoral accessibility project piloted for the Deaf community in terms of having access to New Zealand Sign Language interpreters available either in person or online at selected polling places was continued by the Electoral Commission in 2023, after being successfully trialled for the first time at the 2020 General Election.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  https://www.justice.govt.nz/assets/Documents/Publications/Independent-Electoral-Review-Final-Report-November-2023.pdf] 

Telephone dictation voting was again deployed at the 2023 general election enabling many disabled people, including blind and low vision people and people with communication impairments, to access voting.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  https://help.vote.nz/hc/en-nz/articles/360001670535-Dictation-voting
] 

The 2023 election also marked the first time that the Election Access Fund was used to support disabled candidates standing for election.
The Fund was created through legislation passed by the New Zealand Parliament in 2020 [footnoteRef:15] with the aim of removing barriers that may have otherwise precluded disabled people from standing for Parliament. [15:  https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2020/0004/latest/LMS13703.html

] 

Disabled candidates from a range of political parties accessed this fund, which enabled the removal of barriers to participating as candidates in the 2023 election. 
However, according to the New Zealand Electoral Commission’s report on the 2023 election,[footnoteRef:16] the initial uptake for the fund was limited in that only five candidates were successfully granted funding totalling $45,373 (from a pool of $1 million) being awarded for the election.[footnoteRef:17]  [16:  https://elections.nz/assets/2023-General-Election/Report-on-the-2023-General-Election.pdf
]  [17:  Ibid.] 

Initially, the fund received a total of 22 enquiries with some potential candidates not opting to stand and others misunderstanding the purpose of the fund. Also, some potential candidates who enquired wanted funding for supports not covered by the fund including, for example, around paying for childcare while a candidate campaigned.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Ibid.] 

Disabled Persons Assembly recommends that the Election Access Fund be expanded to cover candidates standing for local government elections and for the fund to be opened earlier in the election cycle to allow disabled people considering putting their names forward for selection as a candidate for a political party to access the fund earlier in the process. 
5. Ongoing barriers to electoral participation and proposed reforms of the Electoral Act to address them
There are additional changes that need to be made to remove the remaining barriers which inhibit voting by disabled people.
Some of these measures require the New Zealand Parliament to enact legislative changes while others can be managed operationally through the Electoral Commission.
The issues outlined below have been raised both by Disabled Persons Assembly and the Electoral Review Panel in their final report. 
1.	The requirement for voters to state their name when identifying themselves to election staff at polling places needs to be removed.
This requirement for voters to speak their name is an unfair imposition, as many disabled people are unable to communicate verbally or say their name out aloud due to the nature of their impairment. DPA considers that this rule violates New Zealand’s obligations under the UNCRPD.
We have recommended to Government that this rule be altered to allow election officials to recognise any form of communication a person may choose to identify themselves with and that the Electoral Commission and Government jointly engage with disabled people and Disabled People’s Organisations on how best to do so.
2.	There are also issues that present for blind, deafblind and low vision people and people with communication or other impairments who need support when voting and choose to visit polling places. They must rely on third parties to mark their ballot, and this can include family/whānau, friends, support workers or polling staff. This is a violation of the right to cast a secret ballot.
For this reason, Disabled Persons Assembly and other disability organisations including Blind and Low Vision New Zealand and Blind Citizens New Zealand have long recommended that the Electoral Commission and Government address this barrier through further development of the telephone dictation voting service and targeted electronic voting options.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  https://blindlowvision.org.nz/about-us/position-statements/accessible-elections/
 ] 

3.	Although the number of accessible polling places has increased in recent years, more work needs to be done in this space, especially during the advance voting period.
Having more accessible polling places open during the advance period will mean that more disabled people are able to access the voting process at their own convenience, something which is beneficial for many in the disabled community.
4.	Because of the significant decline in postal services that has occurred in New Zealand the Electoral Review Panel’s recommendation that alternatives to postal voting be developed needs to be actioned. Postal balloting is currently used as the sole voting method at local government elections in New Zealand. 
At present direct request can be made by disabled people to the Electoral Commission to for a postal vote at parliamentary elections[footnoteRef:20] and ballot papers are automatically delivered to all registered electors - including disabled electors - before local elections.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  https://elections.nz/media-and-news/2020/more-time-to-register-for-postal-voting/
]  [21:  https://poriruacity.govt.nz/your-council/mayor-councillors/elections-2025/vote-poti/how-to-vote/
] 

Disabled Persons Assembly has recommended that the Electoral Commission and Government work together with disabled people and other impacted communities to develop alternatives to postal voting.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  https://www.dpa.org.nz/page/71/AllSubmissions.html
] 

5.	All electoral information needs to be made accessible for disabled people in both parliamentary and local elections. Information from and about political parties, candidates and other electoral information is largely inaccessible to disabled and D/deaf communities.
Disabled Persons Assembly has recommended  that electoral legislation incorporate provisions mandating that all registered political parties who field party lists and/or electorate candidates at all parliamentary elections and by-elections are required to provide key campaign information in accessible formats including, for example, New Zealand Sign Language, Easy Read, audio and captioned formats across all media platforms. 
6.	There are or could be disabled candidates who have been excluded from being nominated for Parliament or local office on the basis that they cannot independently fill out and/or sign nomination forms as per the current requirement. 

We have recommended that the requirement for candidates to do so should be waived if the candidate is a disabled person who cannot independently do this themselves with the power being vested in the candidate to authorise another person or agent to sign on their behalf.

7.	We support extending voting rights to all prisoners as  a disproportionate number of prisoners in this country identify as disabled people, particularly as tāngata whaikaha disabled Māori.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  https://www.corrections.govt.nz/resources/strategic_reports/disability_action_plan_2023_2027
 ] 


5. Other systemic barriers to electoral participation
It has been reported that disabled and older people living in residential facilities encounter barriers when voting. The Electoral Review Panel heard instances where some family/whānau and staff of older and disabled people in residential facilities believed that some disabled residents could not participate in electoral processes, including voting, due to, for example, living with dementia. 
Disabled Persons Assembly supported the review panel’s recommendation that more education be undertaken with disabled and older people in residential facilities alongside families/whānau and staff about electoral rights.
We have recommended to both Government and the Electoral Commission that the review panel’s recommendations around government funding community groups, including Disabled People’s Organisations to deliver community-based civics education programmes is also taken up.
This would enable the disabled community to develop voter education programmes aimed at and delivered by disabled people which, in turn, would lead to an increase in voter participation by our community in future elections through being empowered by greater knowledge about electoral rights and practises.
6. Participation of disabled people as candidates, councillors and legislators in New Zealand
While the ongoing impact of barriers to voting and electoral participation are being only gradually broken down in New Zealand, the slowness of these changes is impacting on the number of disabled people offering themselves for election at both the local and central government levels and being successfully elected.
Regarding the number of disabled people who stood as candidates at the New Zealand General Election 2023, aside from the statistics relating to the five successful applicants who received funding from the Electoral Access Fund, there is no official data available on the percentage of disabled people who did so across the political parties.
Similarly, there is no available information on the number of disabled people who were either candidates for or elected to local councils in New Zealand at the 2022 local elections.
7. Improving accessibility to the New Zealand Parliament 
Accessibility barriers for disabled people to the country’s Parliament were identified as significant. We are pleased to see that the Parliamentary Service has instigated a programme of accessibility improvements across the information, communications and physical accessibility spaces at parliament with the appointment of an accessibility advisor during the 2022-23 year.[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  https://www.rnz.co.nz/national/programmes/the-house/audio/2018891671/disability-access-a-work-in-progress-for-parliament
] 

8. Conclusion
While there have been some positive steps taken in recent years to improving voting access for disabled people in New Zealand, this has not translated into additional representation for disabled people and the number of disabled people voting has declined slightly. It is vital that stronger measures are taken to reverse his trend through proactive measures to remove existing barriers to voting, casting an informed independent vote and standing as a candidate including the actions that are identified in this submission. 
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