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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 the 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.


United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
DPA was influential in creating the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD),[footnoteRef:2] a foundational document for disabled people which New Zealand has signed and ratified, confirming that disabled people must have the same human rights as everyone else. All state bodies in New Zealand, including local and regional government, have a responsibility to uphold the principles and articles of this convention.  [2:  https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-persons-disabilities
] 

The following UNCRPD articles are particularly relevant to this submission:
· Article 16 – Freedom from exploitation, violence and abuse

The Submission
1.) Introduction
Disabled Persons Assembly (DPA) welcomes the opportunity to give feedback to the Education and Workforce Select Committee on the inquiry into the harm young New Zealanders encounter online, and the roles that Government, business, and society should play in addressing them.

In demographic terms, according to Statistics New Zealand’s Household Disability Survey 2023, disabled people constitute 17% (n=851,000) of this country’s population. Young disabled people (0 to 14 years) comprise 10% (n=85,100) of the disability population.

In this submission, we apply a disability lens to the issue of online harms and their specific impacts on young people, especially when it comes to tamariki/rangatahi disabled people.

Overall DPA supports government taking a more regulatory approach when it comes to the management of online digital harm(s) from media platforms as these are having significant impacts on the disabled and wider communities both here and overseas. 

However, while we acknowledge the impacts that exposure to harmful digital material can have on children and young people, there is a need to acknowledge that social media harms can be generated and experienced by people across all age groups and backgrounds.

The reality is that harm is being experienced by design – it’s not simply an accident. Social media content owners/operators gain significant revenue from users, for example, when it comes to gaming and retail. 

Harmful content can be used to maximise revenue streams meaning that content creators/owners do not have any ready incentive to limit exposure to potential and/or actual harmful content.

We agree with many organisations and individuals working in the online harm space that the issues surrounding it are structural in nature and thus require the development of a robust regulatory online safety framework that not only covers one segment of society (children/young people) but all of society.

We would also like to highlight that DPA (alongside other organisations) has been proactive in submitting to past government discussion papers on this issue, such as the Department of Internal Affairs Safer Online Platforms and Media consultation in 2023.

We believe that the feedback from the 2023 paper would have provided government with numerous recommendations on how to address the wider systemic issues surrounding online harm for all New Zealanders.

However, we note that the final report on this consultation was not released publicly and ask that Government do so as soon as possible to further inform this discussion.

In the meantime, we provide feedback, albeit, from both a young disabled persons and disability rights perspective on ways of tackling online harms in the most balanced way possible, with specific reference to our submission to the DIA online platforms consultation from 2023.

2.) Social media and disability 
a.) Positives of social media/internet for disabled people
Disabled people, including disabled children and youth, experience the same positive benefits when using social media as their non-disabled counterparts do.
The growth of the internet has enabled disabled people, who according to the social model of disability experience significant environmental, physical and attitudinal barriers to participating in society, the ability to do so more easily and quickly through online methods.
This has enabled disabled people to access many of the benefits of the internet which has helped overcome some of the barriers to disabled people’s participation through for example, the greater ability to work remotely from home, create new online businesses, interact with people for political, social, cultural, disability-related, and educational purposes, maintain connections with families/whānau as well as with other disabled people, their communities and the wider world.
b.) Barriers to social media/internet use for disabled people
However, one of the downsides have been the ongoing barriers to digital access for disabled people which exist in our community.
In 2021, the Department of Internal Affairs conducted research which showed that around 20% of all New Zealanders, including a disproportionate number of disabled people, experienced digital exclusion in various forms, including an inability to access the internet due to website inaccessibility, cost, and other issues.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  https://www.digital.govt.nz/news/digital-inclusion-ux-insights-for-disabled-people-report 
] 

The 2023 Household Disability Survey also showed that assistive technology, including that required to access the internet, is harder to come by. While 62% of disabled people reported that they used assistive technology, 67% stated that they had no government-funded equipment or technology and 71% stated that the costs were too prohibitive or that they were otherwise ineligible to have their assistive technology needs funded.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  https://www.stats.govt.nz/information-releases/disability-statistics-2023/
] 

c.) The impact of online harm(s) to disabled people, including young disabled people
The other significant barriers that disabled people, including young disabled people, face in the online world include the reinforcement of the discrimination and prejudice that disabled people face every day offline. These stigmas are manifested over the internet through hate speech, harassment and other intimidatory behaviours towards disabled people. 
New Zealand based research from Netsafe in 2019 found that young disabled adults were more likely to experience adverse effects on their everyday activities because of unwanted digital activities [footnoteRef:5] Unwanted digital communications were defined as those digital experiences either mediated/facilitated by unsolicited electronic communications that might or might not cause distress and/or harm to the person who deals with it (including, for example, receiving online threats, seeing inappropriate content, having false rumours spread, etc). [5:  https://www.whaikaha.govt.nz/news/news/teens-with-disability-more-vulnerable-to-unwanted-digital-communications
] 

Recent overseas research from Scope Australia (2025) found that while greater online participation by young disabled people afforded many benefits to them including when it came to communicating with their peers and learning, they also found that young disabled people had been more exposed to harmful online content than was the case for their non-disabled peers.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  https://www.scopeaust.org.au/news/preparing-young-people-with-disability-to-use-social-media-safely
] 

Wider examples of this hostility towards disabled people can be found on social media outlets including, for example, Facebook, Google, You Tube and X (formerly Twitter) where posts either on or about disabled people can see some non-disabled people using them to disseminate prejudicial, misinformed, harmful or hateful statements about disabled people and disability in general. 

These harmful ableist attitudes are also prevalent in online media channels including those related to gaming, messaging groups, online apps and websites where individuals and groups can and do engage in the harassment of disabled people and people from other socially marginalised groups of all ages and backgrounds. 

Harmful attitudes about disabled people are also conveyed through traditional media channels including books, movies, television/streaming programmes, radio and print media.

It is important to recognise that hate speech, which includes the propagation of misinformation and disinformation about disabled people, Māori, Pasifika, ethnic communities, LGBTI+, religious, gender and other marginalised groups is not free speech as it compromises the ability of people from within these targeted groups to participate freely and safely within their communities, and this includes online communities. 

An example of this can be readily seen in the high number (62%) of young disabled school students who reported being bullied in New Zealand – much of it in person but increasingly online – in 2023.[footnoteRef:7]   [7:  https://www.whaikaha.govt.nz/news/news/key-insights-into-disabled-people-in-education
] 


According to the New Zealand Crime and Victims Survey, disabled people, including young disabled people, experience crime at higher rates than non-disabled people, particularly when it comes to interpersonal and family violence.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  https://www.whaikaha.govt.nz/news/news/data-on-disabled-people-from-the-latest-nz-crime-and-victims-survey
] 


DPA have made several submissions in this space, including in support of recently passed legislation that will make both the online and offline harassment and stalking of people by perpetrators illegal. In our submission on the Crimes Legislation (Stalking and Harassment) Amendment Bill, we outlined the disproportionately higher rates of stalking and harassment conducted against disabled people, including disabled women.

d.) What can be done to address online harms including for young disabled people?
Ultimately, as we outlined earlier, these types of negative online discriminatory and harmful behaviours are systemically, algorithmically driven by the nature of the most used online platforms due to the increasingly concentrated multinational corporate nature of their ownership structures, for example, Facebook, X, You Tube, Tik Tok, and Google given that these platforms are required to return significant profits/revenues to their owners/shareholders.

As Save the Children’s and Netsafe’s most recent report Children and Online Safety in Aotearoa New Zealand (2025) outlined, society has every right to be concerned about all the harms and risks that children face online but questioned the efficacy of the proposal to introduce an Australian style ban on social media usage for under 16s to address them.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/document/children-and-youth-online-safety-in-aotearoa-new-zealand
] 


DPA strongly supported the report’s conclusions that we cannot completely exclude or take away children and young people’s rights to access the online world, and this includes being able to use online spaces with appropriate support and oversight from family/whānau, guardians, teachers and other trusted adults. 

Disabled people and, more specifically, young disabled people, have been and are enjoying the multiple benefits of online connection and use in terms of all the learning and social connections this provides.

As noted by Netsafe-Save the Children report, the best way to address the online harms faced by disabled people, disabled younger people and younger people in general is to ensure that their voices are fully heard by government, businesses and other relevant stakeholders when it comes to developing policies around online safety and usage.

DPA asks that a legislative obligation be introduced mandating that government and all-online based content creators, developers and platforms must involve children and young people including disabled children and their families and whanau – alongside other stakeholders - in the development of online safety policies.

We, as a country, need regulation addressing systemic issues and platform design. There is already overseas legislation we can draw on, while having a local approach grounded in Te Tiriti and our values. 

We need a preventative approach, as by the time complaints are raised, harms have already been done. This is why addressing systemic issues and platform design is the best place to put our resources and energy as a country. 

Existing mechanisms don’t work effectively, especially when there is criminality involved. This goes to the NZ Police who have limited resources and capacity to deal with the level of harm. 

We want to see data accountability and better data practices. For example, the right to be forgotten. 

In DPA’s submission to the Department of Internal Affairs (DIA) Safer Online Platforms and Media (2023) we supported the need for a single online platform and social media monitoring regulatory body and the concurrent replacement of existing media platform legislation, some of which is over 30 years old. 

In that submission, we wrote that disabled people should not have to accept the hatred, abuse, misunderstanding and scams which are directed towards us online.  
This is often directed to us in terms of online bullying and harassment which is aimed at either disabled individuals or groups and scams (either financial or romance-based) which often seem appealing to some disabled people, including younger disabled people, given that many live on low incomes and/or experience social isolation.  

DPA agrees with community stakeholders working in the online harm space that the wheel does not need to be reinvented if the solutions to addressing online harm, including for young people, already exist in the DIA Safer Online report recommendations which should be released by government.

As part of this submission, we emphasise the points and recommendations that we made in our 2023 submission to the DIA about online regulation from a disability perspective and we ask that Government pick these up as part of this inquiry and fully consider them.

e.) Need for online media codes of practice
DPA believes that the proposed codes of online media practice outlined in the 2023 DIA consultation are still a good place to start in terms of developing agreed community-wide guidelines which enable both the online and media industries to be held to account through robust complaints mechanisms.  

We support the idea that the proposed codes of practice should protect children and young people, empower platform users and prescribe safety outcomes and standards for platforms to achieve and ensure that they are held accountable. 

DPA would like to see disabled people identified under any new online media legislation as one of the specific population groups as being at high risk of being subjected to online and media harms with accessible complaints processes made available to everyone, including disabled people and younger people. 

DPA also supports terms and conditions around codes of practice relating to online platforms and media being accessible to everyone, including disabled people. 

DPA notes that disabled people are already one of the groups identified as being at high risk from online and digital harms under Principle 10 of the Harmful Digital Communications Act 2015. 

Recommendation 1: That disabled people are amongst the specific population groups identified in the legislation as high risk from online and digital harm.  
 
Recommendation 2: That all complaints processes relating to online and digital harm should be accessible to everyone, including disabled people. 
 
We have asked that disabled people and disabled people’s organisations be one of the key community stakeholder groups involved in developing the new media standards, regulatory body and codes of practice. This would ensure that the voices of disabled people are included in any new standards from the outset and that they protect the disabled community to the maximum extent possible from various online and media generated harms. 

Recommendation 3: That disabled people and disabled people’s organisations are one of the key community stakeholder groups involved in developing the new standards and regulatory body. 
 
e.) Accessibility of online media code education programmes
DPA fully supports the role of the new regulatory body acting as an educator so that New Zealanders are empowered and informed about how to make good media choices, behave appropriately online and complain when harm is done. 

We ask that educational programmes provided by the regulator be accessible for disabled people. This includes ensuring that educational programmes and resources are made available in accessible formats for disabled parents, children and adults including Braille, Large Print, New Zealand Sign Language, Easy Read, captioned video and audio formats. 

Social and online media education programmes for specific disability demographics such as Deaf people, neurodiverse people and people with a learning disability should be designed and run as a collaboration between disabled people-led organisations and the new regulator. 

DPA also supports generally investing in programmes to better inform parents and teachers about children's online experiences, the nature of online harms, and effective support strategies. 

We have called upon central government to be mindful of its obligations to adequately fund consumer online platform and media responsiveness campaigns too, particularly those aimed at disabled people, Māori, Pasifika, ethnic communities, LGBTI+ communities, older people, children and young people and other groups who are at greater risk of exposure to online harm. 

Recommendation 4: That social and online education programmes run by the new media regulator are made available in ways and formats accessible for disabled parents, children and adults.  
 
Recommendation 5: That disability-specific social and online media platform education programmes are designed and run as a collaboration between disabled people-led organisations and/or groups and the new regulator. 
 
Online and social media platform harm reduction education programmes should be extended to all levels of the social and online media industries as well.  

Free, ongoing training about current trends in online harm should be developed by government in partnership with online industry stakeholders for businesses, community organisations and others who undertake content creation and moderation duties on social media like Facebook, X and other online media (i.e., organisational websites) whether they be paid staff or volunteers. 

Recommendation 6: That online and social media platform training around online harm be available to all levels of the social and online media industries, including to content creators and moderators on social media platforms and to employees and other stakeholders within traditional mass media including print, radio and television. 
 
e.) Need for disabled people to be involved in drawing up online protection guidelines 
DPA supports the framework proposed in the 2023 consultation as it would require any media regulator and other relevant government agencies to be proactive in both monitoring for and remove harmful content. 

We favour this as the onus should not be on marginalised groups (including disabled people and children/young people) or the wider public alone to identify and report instances of harm, discrimination and abuse on online platforms. This aspect is particularly relevant for disabled people and children/young people who face both greater risks of digital harm and barriers to reporting it. 

DPA believes that media industries in their development of relevant codes alongside the regulator should be legally required to work closely with the wider community, including the most at-risk communities which include disabled people and children/young people, to develop strong, comprehensive and robust codes of industry practice. 

Recommendation 7: That industry sectors work closely with both the regulator and the wider community, including the most at-risk communities, to develop strong, comprehensive and robust codes of practice. 
 
DPA supports all types of media including traditional mass media and new social media outlets being brought under the new regulatory regime. 

e.) Need for independent online media regulator
DPA strongly supports the regulator being independent of government and that it be created as an Independent Crown Entity which reports to Parliament through a relevant minister. 

DPA supports the new regulator taking a proactive approach to its tasks. 

DPA wants to see the regulator have the authority to initiate independent research into issues within the media space, undertake enforcement and prosecutorial actions in collaboration with other relevant agencies (such as Customs, Police and the Human Rights Commission) and regularly advise governments about and review issues relating to online platform and media trends. 

Recommendation 8: That the new regulator have the power to initiate independent research and inquiries into issues within the media regulatory space. 
 
The new independent entity should play a similar role as, for example, the United Kingdom’s Ofcom does in being an independent regulator and monitor with the ability to accept and investigate complaints from members of the public and work with civil society to develop, monitor and enforce media industry standards. 

DPA believes that reporting requirements need to ensure that the new regulator can develop in tandem with civil society objective, informative, robust reporting templates which can deliver concise information on matters including: 
· the number of complaints received, 
· who is making them in terms of age, region, gender identity, ethnicity/national origin, sexual orientation, religious affiliation, disability, and  
· the nature of the complaint(s) or issue(s) being raised. 

DPA supports the adoption of a continuum approach in terms of code enforcement which would range from educating and building capacity through to deterrence and prevention. This would mean that flexible approaches could be taken to ensure compliance by regulated providers meaning that the balance between preventing harm and freedom of expression is maintained. 

DPA supports the extension of the current take down notice enforcement mechanism proposed in the 2023 online media consultation. Take down notices should extend in extreme cases to the censoring of hate speech or harassment based on the grounds of discrimination contained in the Human Rights Act which currently covers discrimination based on racial, ethnic/national identity, age, religious/ethical belief, disability, gender identity, sexual orientation and family/marital status grounds. 

A set of national guidelines developed collaboratively by the new regulator in conjunction with industry partners and civil society could outline the instances where there was a cross over between the exercise of free speech into hate speech. 

These free speech/hate speech boundary guidelines could then be inserted into all media industry codes. 

Recommendation 9: That take down notices are able to be used in extreme cases where hate speech (or other hateful content) is used against groups who are currently covered from discrimination under the Human Rights Act. 
 
Recommendation 10: That national guidelines be developed by the new regulator outlining the boundaries between the exercise of free speech and hate speech. 
 
Recommendation 11: That free speech/hate speech boundary guidelines be inserted into all online platform and media industry codes of practice. 
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