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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/Treaty of 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;

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 29 – Participation in political and public life

The Submission
DPA welcomes the opportunity to give feedback to the Justice Select Committee on the inquiry into the 2025 local elections. 

According to Statistics New Zealand’s 2023 Household Disability survey, 17% of New Zealanders (n=851,000) self-identified as disabled people.[footnoteRef:3]  Although no accurate data is available on the number of disabled people enrolled to vote, the Disability Survey found that the adult disability population (defined as people aged 15 years and over) stood at 753,000. [3:  https://www.stats.govt.nz/reports/household-disability-survey-2023-findings-definitions-and-design-summary/
] 


DPA notes that there was a small increase in turnout recorded at the 2025 local elections with 39% of registered voters casting ballots compared to the 36% who did so in 2022 which is positive, however, despite this, issues remain around the low trust that many New Zealanders appear to have in local democracy.
Restoring trust in local democracy is important for everybody, including disabled people. According to the former Office for Disability Issues survey on the accessibility of local authorities to disabled people released in 2021, disabled people reported that local government had a greater impact on their daily lives than central government.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  https://www.whaikaha.govt.nz/assets/News/old-ODI-content/2020-06-18-Findings-of-the-National-LA-Survey-on-Accessibility.pdf] 

This view is not surprising given that local government is responsible for providing amenities and services that have a direct tangible impact on the levels of participation of disabled people in their communities. These include ensuring the accessibility of public buildings, and the provision of social housing, public transport, waste and recycling, grants to community groups and accessible infrastructure including footpaths, roads, playgrounds, recreational and sporting facilities.
However, according to 2025 data from the Institute of Directors New Zealand disabled people prominently figure alongside Māori and those on low incomes as having less trust in the institutions of central and local government. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  https://www.iod.org.nz/news/articles/trust-deficit-what-it-means-for-directors-in-government] 

One of the reasons for this lack of trust in local government by disabled people can be a perceived lack of responsiveness to the needs disabled people by some local authorities[footnoteRef:6], and this includes to local electoral processes. [6:  https://www.whaikaha.govt.nz/assets/News/old-ODI-content/2020-06-18-Findings-of-the-National-LA-Survey-on-Accessibility.pdf] 

DPA members reported that while they experienced some improvements in their voting experience in 2025, much work remains to be done, especially when it comes to ensuring that the process is consistently accessible across the country.
We reiterate the call made in previous submissions for central government to turn over the administration of local elections to the Electoral Commission.
DPA asks that management of the local elections be handed over to the Electoral Commission as they are the best agency placed to oversee local elections. The Electoral Commission has successfully worked with disabled people, disabled people’s organisations (DPOs) and disability networks in improving the accessibility of parliamentary elections for disabled people. We believe this expertise would be directly transferable over to the local elections, avoiding the significant effort needed to work with the numerous local authorities across the country to ensure local body elections are accessible for disabled voters.
Currently local authorities are responsible for overseeing local elections in their area under the Local Electoral Act 2001. When it comes to local elections, it is evident that councils are inconsistent in terms of the support provided to disabled people around accessing them. An example of this is that telephone voting was made available to disabled voters in some areas of the country in 2025 but not others.
DPA asks that the Local Elections Act 2001 is replaced with new local electoral legislation which has as one of its key principles the removal of all barriers to electoral participation for disabled people. It should include clauses upholding the UNCRPD and other international conventions on human, civil and political rights as they apply to electoral participation.
This law is now 25 years old and has largely failed to keep up with both technological and societal change. 
It is also a piece of law which does not address the issues around the inaccessibility of the local electoral process for many people, including disabled people, and is non-compliant with the UNCRPD.
Changing the law will enable the application of consistent electoral practises and processes across the country in future local body elections – including the adoption of online voting alongside paper ballots - which would benefit all voters and candidates, including disabled voters and candidates.
1.) Outcomes of recent changes to the delivery of voting papers and returns, such as increased use of DX mail and orange ballot boxes in supermarkets
Feedback from DPA members on recent changes to the delivery of voting papers reflects that the process of delivering them went well, despite the continued erosion of the postal system. We commend the efforts of local councils in placing more orange ballot boxes in popular, convenient locations such as supermarkets, libraries, and council service centres around the country.
If postal voting remains in place, then there is a need for councils to ensure both a greater number of locations of the orange ballot boxes and greater promotion of the locations for the collection of postal votes as some DPA members reported that they had difficulty in locating them. 
DPA recommends that if the current postal-based voting system is retained that councils undertake greater promotion, including in accessible formats, on the location of orange ballot boxes for the next local body elections.
DPA recommends if the current postal-based voting system is retained that local councils place more orange ballot boxes in strategic accessible locations within their local communities.
As postal voting is becoming more inaccessible due to the decline in postal services noted above, we also support the adoption of more accessible, easier to use voting methods, including online voting which many of our members support as a way of voting. There is a desire to see an option for online voting to complement paper ballots and postal voting at the next local body elections.
Online voting appeals to many disabled people for many reasons including greater accessibility and ease of voting. For example, blind and low vision people would be able to more easily cast an independent vote, enabling greater autonomy and secrecy of the vote, particularly for this cohort of voters.
Online voting would also benefit everyone – disabled and non-disabled voters - who would potentially be able to easily cast a verified e-vote from any device or at an electronic voting station inside a polling place.
However, DPA is also aware of the potential downsides of electronic voting including that many disabled people would be disadvantaged by the introduction of a purely online only voting system due to the low levels of digital access experienced by disabled people in Aotearoa.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/national/545130/digital-inclusion-is-a-right-not-a-privilege-disability-advocates
] 

These downsides can be addressed through the retention of paper ballots and some degree of postal voting as options for people who may not be able to access online voting and/or want to cast a vote in the traditional way and the adoption of strong, robust digital protections by central government and full monitoring of the voting process during the election period by the Electoral Commission and local councils.
DPA asks that digital online voting is introduced as a complementary option alongside paper ballots and postal voting at the 2028 local elections.
Any transition away from postal voting opens the potential for local elections to also be conducted on the same basis as parliamentary elections with the use of physical polling booths where people can vote in person, using either online or paper ballots. Any move to re-establish a general election style voting process for local body elections needs to open the way to more accessible voting options being available for everyone, including disabled people.
These accessible voting processes would include the option of paper ballots for people who want to choose that option, the extension of telephone voting across the country and support from electoral staff for disabled people to cast their votes in person at either polling booths or via post.
Disabled people would have the benefit, if the system of in-person voting is also revived for future local body elections to avail themselves of other accessible polling booth features including the ability to sit at tables to cast their ballots (whether paper or online based) behind mini-partitions.
Having a full choice of accessible voting options, both online and in person, available at local elections would help remove barriers to electoral participation for everyone, including disabled people.
2.) The use of telephone dictation voting for voters who are blind, vision-impaired, or physically unable to mark their voting paper
In the centres where telephone voting was offered, particularly in Auckland, Wellington, Hamilton, Christchurch and Dunedin, there was positive feedback from DPA members regarding this option being offered for the first time in local government elections in 2025.
However, there were some concerns about the minimal promotion that some councils provided about the option of telephone voting being available to groups which would benefit from it, particularly blind and low vision people and people with communication or other impairments who need assistance when voting.
DPA asks that all local councils be required to provide telephone voting from the next local body elections.
DPA asks that information from local authorities about the availability of telephone voting is made more widely available in accessible formats at the 2028 local body elections.
3.) Consideration of the role of councils and their staff when determining voting arrangements, and their relationships with the electoral agencies responsible for conducting the voting.

DPA members reflected on the hard work that local council electoral teams put into organising the 2025 elections in their area. For example, in the case of Auckland Council, local disabled people noted that the council’s electoral team put in significant work to ensure that the process ran smoothly.

The limited levels of funding and resourcing by councils of the local electoral process was raised by DPA members. In doing so, members acknowledged the multiple financial pressures that councils are facing.

Again, the fact that local councils are largely left to resource the running of local elections with only minimal ‘in kind’ support from central government agencies such as the Electoral Commission (in supporting voter enrolment) highlights the urgency to centralise the administration of local elections as noted earlier.

Turning over the administration of local body elections to the Electoral Commission, would take considerable financial pressure off already stretched local councils while at the same time ensuring a more consistent accessible approach across the country. It would also provide the opportunity for the Commission to more effectively partner with local government peak bodies, principally the Local Government Commission and Local Government New Zealand and councils on the running of local elections.

4.) Other issues

There are other issues which sit outside the scope of the terms of reference, but which are relevant to disabled people’s participation in local body elections.

The first issue is that under the Local Electoral Act 2001, local councillors can be suspended from office under the Personal and Property Rights Act 1988[footnoteRef:8] if a property order is made enabling another individual to control their legal and property affairs. This provision could potentially apply to councillors/board members who develop, for example, neurological impairments (i.e., dementia) that could impact their ability to continue serving in local government. [8:  https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/1988/0004/latest/DLM126528.html] 


DPA recommends that any amendment or complete updating of the Local Electoral Act includes changes to the property order provisions to make them compliant with the UNCRPD.
The second issue is that the Electoral Access Fund,[footnoteRef:9] introduced through the Electoral Access Fund Act 2020, and 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. [9:  https://elections.nz/getting-involved/election-access-fund/] 

According to the Electoral Commission, $45,375 was dispensed to disabled candidates running in the general election[footnoteRef:10] 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. [10:  Ibid.] 

DPA asks 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.

From a Tāngata Whaikaha Māori (TWM) perspective, access to Māori Wards for tāngata whenua enrolled on the Māori roll is important. It was disappointing for TWM to see the introduction of the Local Government (Electoral Legislation and Māori Wards and Māori Constituencies) Amendment Act 2024 with electors in 24 Councils voting to remove Māori Wards. Furthermore, TWM face additional barriers to voting based on digital inequities, low income, transport challenges and communication issues.

For TWM connected to their iwi, hapu and whānau, Māori candidates represent them from a cultural perspective on their local authority.

DPA asks that Parliament repeal the Local Government (Electoral Legislation and Māori Wards and Māori Constituencies) Amendment Act 2024 before the next local body elections.
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