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[bookmark: _Toc773713533]Executive Summary
DPA welcomes the opportunity to present our first alternative report to the Special Rapporteur highlighting issues concerning the equal participation of disabled people in political life in New Zealand. These include the need to remove the last remaining barriers to continue holding elected office; ableist attitudes towards the candidacy and holding of office by disabled people; and the lack of structural support for disabled politicians.
[bookmark: _Toc1796040267]Key questions
Q.1) Existing data as well as monitoring and data collection tools on the level of political representation of persons with disabilities within local and national elected bodies.
According to Statistics NZ (2023), 17% of New Zealanders (n=851,000) self-identified as disabled people.
All NZ citizens aged 18 years and over – with the notable exception of some groups of disabled people – are eligible to stand for election to both Parliament under the Electoral Act 1993 and local councils under the Local Electoral Act 2001.
Gaining reliable data on the number of disabled people in central and local government in NZ relies on national and local politicians self-identifying as disabled people. 
	Recommendation 1: That NZ Government be expected to collate data on the number of disabled people nominated as candidates and elected to office.



Q.2) Legal restrictions on running in elections or holding public office based on disability, including for people with intellectual and psychosocial disabilities, and specific examples of such legislation and policies.
NZ has some legal restrictions on disabled people, especially people with intellectual and psychosocial disabilities, when it comes to running for or holding elected office.
The greatest legal barrier is section 56 of the Electoral Act 1993 which provides that any Member of Parliament (MP) - can be removed from Parliament if subject to a mandatory treatment order  under the Mental Health (Compulsory Assessment and Treatment) Act 1992 by the Speaker if they are under an order after six months. There have been reported instances in recent times where, for example, a Cabinet minister experiencing mental distress/psychosocial disability was not removed from office as an MP but still resigned as a minister in the wake of a serious incident resulting from their distress.
	Recommendation 2: That the NZ Government amends the Electoral Act 1993 to repeal Section 56 to ensure compliance with the UNCRPD.



Similarly, under the Local Election Act 2001, local councillors can be suspended from office under the Personal and Property Rights Act 1988 if a property order is made enabling another individual to control their legal and property affairs. This would apply to local politicians who develop, for example, neurological impairments (i.e., dementia) that could impact their ability to continue serving in local government.
	Recommendation 3: That NZ Government review the Local Electoral Act 2001 provisions around suspending councillors who are subjected to property orders to ensure compliance with the UNCRPD.  



There is also the issue of the provisions under the Electoral Act around parliamentary candidate incapacity under where a candidate may withdraw themselves or have the Electoral Commission and/or a returning officer unilaterally cancel their candidacy in the event of their experiencing a disability or health condition during an election campaign. These provisions need to be clarified so that they are non-discriminatory towards disabled candidates who may still wish to run for office while living with disability or health conditions. 
	Recommendation 4: That NZ Government amend the Electoral Act 1993 to give candidates and/or their nominated agent(s) the sole right to withdraw their nomination on health or disability grounds.



The Electoral Amendment Bill 2025 also outlines that digital enrolment will have preference over postal-based enrolment given that disabled people face disproportionately greater barriers to digital access. These moves may impact on the ability of disabled people to be nominated for office.
	Recommendation 7: That NZ Government be required to continue with the option of having paper-based electoral enrolment and nomination processes.



Q.3) Existing stigma and ableist attitudes concerning the capacity of persons with disabilities to stand for elections and hold public office effectively.
At both the national and local level, attitudinal barriers to the nomination and election of disabled people remain significant. Heightened levels of disablism/ableism exhibited by politicians in NZ are potentially deterring disabled people from either standing for office or retaining it once elected. Also support for disabled and D/deaf parliamentarians who have been elected to the New Zealand Parliament has traditionally been poor. This was the case for New Zealand’s first Deaf MP, Mojo Mathers, whose successful fight for Parliament to fund translation support highlighted this issue in 2012.
Other acts of political ableism have included for example, a city councillor making ableist, sexist remarks when referring to their non-disabled colleagues, criticism directed towards the then mayor of New Zealand’s capital city when disclosing that she was neurodiverse, a government minister was singled out for making ableist comments in Parliament and a non-disabled local politician made prejudicial comments about a disabled candidate’s suitability for local office. 
Ableist stigma also prevents disabled politicians from self-disclosing their disability status as was evidenced by an MP disclosing that she had been living with health conditions in October 2025.
Growing ableism within politics is part of a reported general worsening of behaviour on the part of elected politicians and candidates in NZ. Increasingly poor political behaviour including bullying, harassment and physical assault has been the focus of reports to Parliament’s Speaker (Francis, 2019) and have also been noted at the local level (Local Government NZ, 2022).
While both reports did not refer to the impacts of bullying and harassment on disabled people - despite these being common occurrences for disabled people in other environments – the generally negative political environment outlined above has almost certainly acted as a significant deterrent to disabled people seeking political office and/or disclosing their disability status.
The lack of support for disabled politicians, particularly those living with both health conditions and mental distress was exposed by the resignation from Parliament of an opposition MP in early 2024.
Q.4) Other barriers that persons with disabilities face to enter politics, stand for elections and reach senior roles, including structural inaccessibility, financial challenges, and multiple and intersecting forms of discrimination.
In the October 2025 local elections, the Government mandated through the Local Government (Electoral Legislation, Māori Wards and Māori Constituencies) Amendment Act 2024 the need to hold binding referenda in communities where dedicated Māori constituencies existed to determine whether voters wished to retain them.  Fears were expressed that this would diminish the right of Māori as tāngata whenua (people of the land) and, by extension, tāngata whaikaha (disabled Māori) to exercise tino rangatiratanga (self-determination) under Article 2 of Te Tiriti o Waitangi/The Treaty of Waitangi. These were partially realised in the 2025 local elections when 17 out of the 42 councils which held referenda saw voters opt to drop Māori constituencies.
The Government’s moves to close off voter registration 13 days before any general election under the Electoral Amendment Bill 2025 will disproportionately impact upon disabled people wishing to register their electoral details as, currently, people can do so both before and on Election Day itself. It is expected that this new requirement will create another barrier to disabled people being nominated for election to office.
	Recommendation 8: That NZ Government removes the 13-day enrolment cut off provisions of the Electoral Amendment Bill.



Q.5) Examples of successful measures and supports to ensure equal rights to stand in elections and hold public office effectively for persons with disabilities, including through reasonable accommodation, as well as specific examples and individual cases.
Despite the barriers facing disabled people entering and maintaining political office outlined above, there has been some progress around improving political representation for disabled people.
Since 2000, MPs who openly identify as disabled people have been elected to represent the Labour, National, Green, Act and Alliance parties.
Some political parties currently represented in the NZ Parliament namely the Labour Party, Green Party, Te Pati Māori and (to some extent) NZ First have constitutional requirements that party lists of parliamentary candidates (required under the country’s proportional representation system) include people from politically underrepresented groups including disabled people. Other political parties including the National Party and Act NZ do not have any similar representational requirements.
The Election Access Fund, introduced through the Election Access Fund Act 2020, which became operable at the 2023 General Election has enabled disabled candidates running for parliamentary office to apply for funding to meet disability related expenses while campaigning that non-disabled candidates do not face.
 According to the Electoral Commission, $NZ45,375 was dispensed to disabled candidates who generally reflected that the fund made it easier to run for office. However, the downside is that the fund can only be accessed by disabled candidates running for Parliament and not local office.
	Recommendation 9: That the Electoral Access Fund Act 2020 is amended to enable the access fund to be accessed by disabled candidates standing in local body elections.



The provisions of the Electoral Amendment Bill 2025 when passed will remove the discriminatory ban on people with psychosocial disabilities and learning disabilities detained in secure mental health facilities being able to vote. It is expected that the ban will be removed before the next general election in 2026. However, as noted earlier, the legal possibility of having an MP removed from office while detained in a secure health facility will remain.
The New Zealand Parliament has engaged in a process of improving its accessibility to disabled people across the built environment, information and communications spheres. A report to Parliament’s Speaker (2014) established that there were serious issues relating to physically accessing the parliamentary complex as well as the information and communications emanating from it and lack of support for parliamentary staff and MPs.
Parliament moved to address these concerns through, for example, the Office of the Clerk and Parliamentary Service developing an accessibility policy and the appointment of a Parliamentary Accessibility Reference Group comprised of and led by disabled people to advise on further accessibility changes. The group fed back to parliamentary officials about various issues including the need to conduct an accessibility audit, more support for people with invisible disabilities and undertaking disability responsiveness training for staff. Parliament also appointed a Senior Accessibility Advisor in 2023 to oversee these and other reforms including the formation of a disabled employee network.
[bookmark: _Toc289508724]Conclusion
This report has outlined that there are continuing legal and structural barriers to remaining in Parliament or local office, particularly for people experiencing mental distress. This report has outlined that the New Zealand Government must act to repeal all remaining electoral legislation which prevents disabled people -especially those with mental distress or age-related impairment - from continuing in office if they wish to do so, therefore leaving the choice with disabled office holders. 
Also, there is a need to improve support for disabled politicians at both the national and local levels, especially when it comes to supporting disabled people to remain in office and deal with any harassment or discrimination they may experience.
There is a need to ensure that there is effective representation from tāngata whaikaha Māori disabled and that the Māori ward system is maintained without the need for referenda to guarantee Treaty of Waitangi based representation for Māori.
This report has also outlined positive moves that have been taken by New Zealand to repeal discriminatory legislation banning disabled people in secure health facilities from voting, providing funding support for parliamentary candidates and for all people to easily access the nation’s Parliament. More openly disabled MPs have also been elected to the nation's parliament or self-identified as living with disability while in office, particularly since the turn of the century.
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