





May 2025

To Whangārei District Council
Please find attached DPA’s submission on the Knowledge Precinct Plan.




Noho ora mai,

For any further inquiries, please contact:
Patti Poa
Policy Advisor – Auckland/Northland
Disabled Persons Assembly Aotearoa New Zealand 
Email: policy@dpa.org.nz 

Introducing Disabled Persons Assembly
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 Aotearoa 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
[bookmark: _Hlk199170211]DPA welcomes the opportunity to engage with the Whangārei District Council on the  Knowledge Precinct Plan.  DPA’s role is to provide an accessibility lens on the plan for the local disability community and disabled visitors to Whangārei.
Before moving onto the submission, we would like to highlight some of the key positive initiatives which have happened in the last year which we welcome. These include:
· Council’s acceptance of the Taitokerau Regional Accessibility Strategy[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://www.fndc.govt.nz/Council/Policies-bylaws-and-strategies/strategies/te-tai-tokerau-regional-accessibility-strategy] 

· Council’s Disability Advisory Group playing a significant role in guiding the accessibility and universal design features of Te Iwitahi[footnoteRef:3] [3:  https://www.wdc.govt.nz/Community/Community-Facilities/Te-Iwitahi] 

· the community and Council’s continued recovery efforts after Cyclone Tam and other severe weather events.

Equity and Access for Disabled People
According to Statistics New Zealand’s 2023 Disability Survey, Northland had a disability population rate of 23 percent[footnoteRef:4] and with a population of 71,430 in Northland means there are at least 16,428 disabled people currently residing within the Northland area.  [4:  https://www.stats.govt.nz/reports/household-disability-survey-2023-findings-definitions-and-design-summary/] 

Accessibility is a core principle of the UNCRPD, and a key outcome of the New Zealand Disability Strategy.[footnoteRef:6]  Disabled people ability to engage with, participate in, and belong includes access to: [6:  https://infocouncil.fndc.govt.nz/Open/2022/02/SPC_20220208_AGN_2493_AT_files/SPC_20220208_AGN_2493_AT_Attachment_11680_1.PDF] 

· Affordable, accessible, active public transport including essential road safety, walking and cycling improvements.
· Building and sustaining accessible, connected communities where everyone can live without barriers to their participation in terms of good housing, infrastructure, community facilities and parks.
· Developing a climate resilient, environmentally friendly town that can withstand the challenges of climate change and contribute to its reversal.
· Enabling the participation of disabled people in the economic life of the city as workers, consumers and entrepreneurs.
· Enabling the participation of disabled people in the artistic, cultural, sporting, recreational and social life of Whangārei.
· Ensuring that the voices of disabled people can be heard in all decisions, especially those that impact on our disabled communities across Aotearoa.

Accessibility for all
Disabled people regularly use the Knowledge Precinct Area  due to their accessibility and safety.  The main barrier that we are aware of for disabled people visiting the Knowledge Precinct area is the lack of mobility parking spaces.
Specific facilities regularly used by our community are the library for day-to-day activities and Forum North for community events.  The library is both accessible in terms of its physical set up and in its acceptance of disabled people.
Te Iwitahi’s accessible amenities include accessible bathrooms on every floor, while the ground floor offers a universal designed wet floor shower and changing room facility, complete with full hoist system, adult change table and modesty screen.  
An extensive number of disability community groups and disabled individuals have requested use of Te Iwitahi, so it’s positive that this is available on request.
Botanica and Cafler Park both have very limited access.  We see this area as important in any plan to integrate it more with the city centre, thereby meaning that it will need to become more accessible to meet the needs of everyone, including disabled people.
	Recommendation 1: That Council commit to a barrier free audit for the Knowledge Precinct Area.



Safety of disability community
Disabled pedestrians are at greater risk of injury from moving vehicles so prioritising pedestrian safety in all carpark areas is needed.  The safety of disabled children is another factor to consider in these areas as many disabled tamariki use the library due to its accessibility.
However, an increasing number of parents of disabled children have commented that it can be dangerous when their children run out onto the road outside the library.  This is why there is a need to improve the safety of the immediate area for all pedestrians, especially children and older people.
Disabled pedestrians have raised the safety of e-scooters with council disability advisory groups, especially around the proposed area of the knowledge precinct.  
While we acknowledge that different micromobility modes, including e-scooters, are used by some disabled people, they can and are a danger to other disabled people.  Many disabled and older people say they feel unsafe to walk/wheel in their neighbourhoods because of the danger posed by e-scooter riders on footpaths.  We have recorded instances of disabled people being injured and hospitalised due to, for example, falling over abandoned e-scooters on footpaths.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/133259091/about-50-escooter-crash-concussions-a-year-cause-for-concern-but-many-other-injuries-not-too-serious] 

	Recommendation 2: That Council consult with the Disability Advisory Group on disabled pedestrians and disabled children's safety in the Knowledge Precinct Area



An Accessible Journey
In 2022, DPA collaborated with Waka Kotahi to publish independently commissioned research ‘Transport experiences of disabled people in Aotearoa New Zealand’.[footnoteRef:8] This research illustrated the ongoing accessibility challenges faced by disabled people when using public transport. Disabled people’s main challenges included issues around using Total Mobility (TM), the inaccessibility of bus services, lack of footpaths and safe crossing points, and feeling excluded from the planning of sustainable city centres, as well as the disablist attitudes of some transport planners. [8:  https://www.nzta.govt.nz/assets/resources/research/reports/690/690-Transport-experiences-of-disabled-people-in-Aotearoa-New-Zealand.pdf] 

An Accessible Journey points out that if critical points do not occur at the journey transitions, and, accessible features are not present, then the accessible journey is broken for a user.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  https://www.mrcagney.com/about/blog/accessible-public-transport-the-whole-of-journey-approach/] 

These critical points include but are not limited to: 
· Footpaths 
· Kerb ramps 
· Accessible public transport 
· Parking 
· Driveways 
· Accessways 
· Landscaping 
· And passages between complexes 

Whangārei is a great place to live and more accessible in comparison to the many of the more rural areas of Northland.  The Knowledge Precinct Area is one of the highlights for disability community.  However, it is disabled people who must also navigate pathways cluttered with business signage, outdoor furniture, public seats, artwork, gardens and waste bins to access these spaces.  
Bollards are a feature that both wheelchair and mobility scooter users have commented on regarding the need to ensure sufficient space for them to move between bollards.  Artwork should be placed in spaces where people can visibly admire it and in spaces where it will be accessible and not create unnecessary barriers for people to navigate around.
The local disability community have talked about accessible tourism for several years which could increase retail spending and lead to other positive economic and outcomes.
We recommend that business owners in the precinct address access issues such as the presence of outdoor furniture, signage and waste and recycling bins by placing them in accessible, safe spaces where they will not create unnecessary barriers.
Research has shown that significant time and money can be saved if Universal Design principles are incorporated into any new urban development from the outset. If accessibility is built in right from the start, then this will save the extra time and money involved in having to undertake fixes later. 
In DPA’s previous submissions to councils around the country on infrastructural upgrades, we have always emphasised the need for local authorities to conduct barrier free accessibility audits to support the building of accessible, inclusive spaces.
	Recommendation 3: That Council provide local businesses with accessibility guides.



The precinct is close to key transport connections with a train line running through it so a passenger train stop in future would be positive.  The provision of accessible public transport services is important for our disability community in terms of their ability to fully participate in the life of the city.  
DPA recommends that sufficient funding is invested in Whangarei Bus Passenger Services and CityLink Whangarei so that they can be made fully accessible for everyone, including disabled people. 
	Recommendation 4: That Council invest in accessible public transport in consultation with the disability community, Disability Advisory Group and barrier free auditors.



Access to Arts and Culture
Cafler Park, Waiarohia Stream and Botanica offer real potential for disabled people to connect with the environment. Amongst other things, the environment has positive effects on people’s mental wellbeing.[footnoteRef:10]  A place offering respite and relaxation in the way that has been proposed would be ideal. [10:  https://mentalhealth.org.nz/wellbeing-hub/a-guide-to-connecting-with-nature] 

Whangārei Terenga Pāraoa has a strong history and the NZSL sign for Terenga Pāraoa reflects its connections to the whales as in te reo Māori, Parāoa refers to the sperm whale, and Terenga describes a path. Terenga Parāoa literally means "the gathering place of the whales" but is likened to the large gatherings of Ngāpuhi rangatira and their war parties to a pod of whales.  In this space, DPA acknowledges tangata whaikaha Māori as both tangata whenua and mana whenua.
The KEA Hub centre for arts and culture should provide a prime opportunity to promote artistic and cultural participation for disabled people with professional organisations promoting disability-led arts including accessible performances and arts education to organisations working in partnership with disabled artists.
This should include the participation of disabled people as artists, performers, writers, audience members, gallery and museum visitors.  KEA should serve as an opportunity to create diversity and if we want caring and connected communities, then we need this space to be fully accessible, inclusive and integrated.
	Recommendation 5: That Council include the disability community in all aspects of the community in relation to nature, cultural history and the arts.



image1.tiff
Disabled Persons Assembly Nz




image2.tiff




image3.png
Disabled Persons Assembly Nz




image4.png




