





May 2025

To Waikato Civil Defence and Emergency Management Group
Please find attached DPA’s submission on the Waikato Civil Defence and Emergency Management Group Strategic Plan Review




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. 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities
[bookmark: _Ref33797632][bookmark: _Toc35524849]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 Aotearoa New Zealand has signed and ratified, confirming that disabled people must have the same human rights as everyone else. [2:  United Nations. (2006). United Nations Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities. Retrieved from: https://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convoptprot-e.pdf] 

All state bodies in Aotearoa New Zealand, including local and regional government, have a responsibility to uphold the principles and articles of this convention. There are a number of UNCRPD articles particularly relevant to this submission, including:
· [bookmark: _Toc41908928][bookmark: _Toc41930991]Article 5: Non-discrimination
· Article 9: Accessibility
· Article 11: Situations of risk and humanitarian emergencies 
· Article 19: Living independently and being included in the community


Aotearoa New Zealand Disability Strategy 2016–2026
Since ratifying the UNCRPD, the Aotearoa New Zealand Government has established a Disability Strategy[footnoteRef:3] to guide the work of government agencies on disability issues. [3:  Office for Disability Issues. (2016). Aotearoa New Zealand Disability Strategy. Retrieved from: https://www.odi.govt.nz/nz-disability-strategy/] 

The vision is that Aotearoa New Zealand be a non-disabling society, where disabled people have equal opportunity to achieve their goals and aspirations, and that all of Aotearoa New Zealand works together to make this happen.
The Strategy identifies eight outcome areas contributing to achieving this vision. There are a number of Strategy outcomes particularly relevant to this submission, including:
· Outcome 3: Health and Wellbeing
· Outcome 4: Rights Protection and Justice 
· Outcome 5: Accessibility
· Outcome 6: Attitudes
· Outcome 7: Choice and Control
· Outcome 8: Leadership


The submission
Disabled Persons Assembly (DPA) is pleased to provide feedback on the Waikato Civil Defence and Emergency Management Group Strategic Plan Review.
DPA was influential in creating the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD)[footnoteRef:4] which New Zealand has signed and ratified. The UNCRPD article relevant to this submission on the Strategic Plan Review is: [4:  United Nations. (2006). United Nations Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities. Retrieved from: https://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convoptprot-e.pdf] 

Article 9: Situations of risk and humanitarian emergencies
States Parties shall take ...all necessary measures to ensure the protection and safety of persons with disabilities in situations of risk, including situations of armed conflict, humanitarian emergencies and the occurrence of natural disasters.
Cyclone Tam significantly impacted the Waikato region with heavy rain, strong winds, and widespread power outages. Road closures, slips, and flooding also occurred, affecting travel and isolating some areas, according to reports.[footnoteRef:5] [footnoteRef:6] [footnoteRef:7] [5:  https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/national/558510/ex-cyclone-tam-flights-cancelled-highways-flooded-as-storm-hits-coromandel]  [6:  https://www.waikatotimes.co.nz/nz-news/360657647/strong-winds-bring-tree-down-car-close-zoo-arboretum]  [7:  https://www.nzherald.co.nz/waikato-news/news/cyclone-tam-live-updates-storm-eases-coromandel-reconnected-new-weather-threat-looms/VNUOJ3S2KJCVRARQBLSBDHV4SY/?postId-170536?postId-170527
] 

Members of the Enabling Good Lives Waikato network fed back to us that many disabled people across the region were supported during Cyclone Tam, but that a significant proportion of the Waikato disability community were also not supported through it and this concerns us.
Waikato disabled people who fed back to us on this submission acknowledged the comprehensive and forward-thinking approach outlined in the Strategic Group Plan given its commitment to resilience, equitable outcomes, and strong partnerships with iwi and diverse communities such as tangata whaikaha disabled and tangata whaikaha Māori disabled.  
However, Waikato disability community members raised concerns around the lack of any explicit mention of disabled people within the document. An example of this is that there is reference made to "vulnerable populations", but this definition does not cover disabled people. This is a missed opportunity as disabled people are a large and diverse part of the Waikato community and are disproportionately affected in emergencies due to:
· Barriers to communication, evacuation, and accessible shelters
· Reliance on personal or community support networks
· Health-related needs (e.g. power-dependent medical devices)
· A lack of inclusive planning processes.
	Recommendation 1: That the plan is aligned with the principles of the UNCRPD and acknowledge that the inclusion of disabled people is rights based.

	Recommendation 2: That the disability community be referenced throughout the document as a population who are often at increased risk during times of emergency.



Disability demographics
The disability community are an integral and important part of the Waikato region.  According to Statistics New Zealand, the provincial population increased by 8.9% from 458,202 in 2018 to 498,771 in 2023[footnoteRef:8] with 11.4% of residents (n=89,000) identifying as disabled people according to the agency’s New Zealand Disability Survey 2023.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  https://www.stats.govt.nz/information-releases/2023-census-population-counts-by-ethnic-group-age-and-maori-descent-and-dwelling-counts/#:~:text=Waikato%27s%20population%20increased%20by%208.9,2018%20to%20194%2C007%20in%202023)]  [9:  https://www.stats.govt.nz/reports/household-disability-survey-2023-findings-definitions-and-design-summary/] 

Disabled people are also a group who are disproportionately impacted by homelessness and poor housing and even more so for disabled Māori. This is due to disabled people being overrepresented amongst low-income earners due to inaccessibility to education and employment while also facing higher living costs due to disability. For this reason, disabled people are more likely to be renters with 47% of disabled individuals aged 15-65 renting, compared to 35% of non-disabled individuals.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  https://www.stats.govt.nz/reports/measuring-inequality-for-disabled-new-zealanders-2018/] 

Disabled people, especially those who live with mobility and other impairments, face a great shortage of accessible housing, which is difficult to access even at the best of times, let alone after a natural disaster.
Following the 2023 storms, we heard about disabled people who were unable to return to their homes for many months afterwards.

Barriers faced by disabled people in emergencies
Ensuring that planning for civil defence emergencies is fully inclusive of disabled people is a high priority for DPA. We have successfully collaborated with other regional council emergency management teams around the country to hold workshops aimed at disabled people on this subject (more on this later in the submission).[footnoteRef:11] [11:  https://www.aucklandcouncil.govt.nz/about-auckland-council/how-auckland-council-works/advisory-panels/Documents/plan-report-auckland-disability-community-emergencies.pdf] 

This is the case as disabled people have been accorded lower priority in climate emergencies or other disasters and systemically excluded from receiving emergency healthcare and humanitarian support as a result, both in New Zealand and globally. 
Researcher Michael Stein[footnoteRef:12] elaborated on these issues in a 2023 interview: [12:  Harvard University Center for the Environment. (2023, January 19). Disability in a Time of Climate Disaster. Retrieved from https://environment.harvard.edu/news/disability-time-climate-disaster

] 

“Climate change amplifies the marginalization experienced by persons with disabilities negatively affecting health, reducing access to healthcare services, food, water, and accessible infrastructure. People with psychosocial disabilities have triple the rate of mortality in heatwaves.”
Members of the Waikato disability community have fed back that the main barriers they have encountered in emergencies have tended to be around communication and embedding accessibility across the 4 Rs (Reduction, Readiness, Response, Recovery).  While the plan rightly focuses on inclusive, community-led approaches, there is currently no reference to:
· Accessible emergency messaging (e.g., NZSL, Easy Read, screen-reader friendly)
· Disability-inclusive risk assessments
· Involving disabled people and their representative organisations in planning
· Accessible infrastructure and evacuation processes
· Health-related needs (e.g. power-dependent medical devices).
	Recommendation 3: That the plan include specific commitments to accessible emergency communications, planning in partnership with disabled people, and ensuring all emergency systems are accessible for everyone.



Disability representation is also needed in governance and planning.  We both note and welcome the strong emphasis on Māori partnership and community collaboration. However, disabled people and tangata whaikaha Māori are not mentioned in the draft plan as having a role in governance, leadership, or emergency management planning.
	Recommendation 4: That disability community, tangata whaikaha Māori and disabled people’s organisations are invited to join Emergency Management advisory groups, the Co-ordinating Executive Group working groups, and community resilience planning.



We cannot emphasise enough the importance of bringing disabled people, tangata whaikaha Māori and disabled people’s organisations into emergency responsiveness planning. 
One example of the outcomes of having either poor or no coordinated planning for disability emergency responsiveness and disabled people’s non-involvement in this can be found in the anecdotal evidence we were provided that during the Covid-19 pandemic, the then Waikato District Health Board had trouble locating where disabled people were and, due to this, remained unclear on what supports people either had or needed at that time. 
This brings us to our next point in that there are other stakeholders who also need to be brought to the table by Waikato CDEM and disabled people to build collaborative partnerships around disability responsiveness in emergencies. These stakeholders include disability focused central government agencies such as Whaikaha Ministry of Disabled People, Ministry of Social Development Disability Support Services and Accident Compensation Corporation, disability service providers and tangata whaikaha Māori.
Practical support for disabled people in emergencies
There are many practical things that can also be done to improve the disability responsiveness of the emergency management system in the Waikato region and below we provide some practical examples of what is lacking within the current emergency management system’s responsiveness in the region and how these issues can be rectified.
The most important thing that can be done is to better prepare disabled people for disasters through running disabled people led workshops on emergency preparedness aimed at disabled people, delivered in collaboration with the WRC Emergency Management team.
Over the last year, DPA has begun running a series of ‘Be Emergency Prepared!’ workshops in both Christchurch and Dunedin delivered by disabled people in partnership with relevant regional council emergency management teams. These workshops are aimed at increasing the capacity and preparedness of disabled people, their families whānau and support networks for dealing with emergency situations.
DPA also supports that a voluntary register of disabled people is created and managed by Waikato CDEM where disabled people and people with health conditions can register their location, specific needs and emergency contacts to enable easier support to be made available in emergency situations.  
Identifying disabled people who may need support with coordinating their emergency response and evacuation would be better handled with such a voluntary register available for emergency management and agencies to consult in emergencies.
Council services and infrastructure also play crucial roles in providing support when disasters happen.  
One of these invaluable services is the BusIt network which has transformed the lives of disabled bus users in the Waikato.  DPA has also been informed by our Waikato members that WRC is in discussions with Community Waikato on the provision of accessible shuttles.
In fact, shuttles and other accessible transport options could have the potential to be deployed in times of emergency. During Cyclone Gabrielle, some disabled people were evacuated on the back of a tow truck[footnoteRef:13] which we commend for being a creative option but still not entirely suitable or safe. The lack of accessible transport options led to numerous others remaining in their homes during these severe weather events, only to be rescued by family members, whānau and friends who took unnecessary risks. [13:  https://www.stuff.co.nz/nz-news/350467748/cyclone-gabrielle-members-of-disability-community-driven-to-safer-ground-on-back-of-tow-truck-during-evacuation] 


	Recommendation 5: That WRC Emergency Management work with the Waikato disability community to develop a voluntary register of disabled people and people with health conditions for use in emergencies.

	Recommendation 6: That WRC work with disabled people to develop safe, accessible transport options for use in emergency situations.



Earlier we touched on the inaccessibility of temporary housing for disabled people who need to be evacuated away from their homes, especially while repairs need to be undertaken. 
DPA recommends that as part of emergency planning processes that Emergency Management collaborates with disabled people’s organisations, disability service providers and the Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment’s Temporary Accommodation Service to assist disabled people and their families whānau to find suitable, accessible temporary housing after emergency events.
	Recommendation 7: That WRC collaborate with disabled people, disability service providers and disabled people’s organisations and MBIE’s Temporary Accommodation Service to assist disabled people and their families whānau to find accessible temporary housing after disasters.



Another practical way to reduce risk is through the WRC continuing its work of analysing, monitoring and managing the risks of natural hazards across the province, including through continuing its flood prevention work efforts, such as those being undertaken, for example, on the Wharekawa Coast which is known for flooding and serves as home to a disproportionately high number of older people
Natural hazards prevention work, such as creating flood banks, is another important mitigation to protect people’s homes in the event of a natural disaster.  DPA recommends that the WRC continue with its investment in flood prevention work throughout the region.
	Recommendation 8: That Waikato Emergency Management, WRC and the Waikato disabled community dialogue over ways in which a closer partnership can be forged.

	Recommendation 9: That the WRC continues its work in consultation with Waikato disability to build climate resilience in relation to natural hazards and flood prevention work throughout the region.



Conclusion
Creating a robust environmental infrastructure with services to match for a disaster-resilient Waikato must include everyone. We repeat the importance of including disabled people in planning, embedding accessibility and that all responses are inclusive as critical steps in achieving that vision. DPA urges the Emergency Management Group to adjust the plan so that it has a disability lens to ensure no one is left behind.
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