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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;
· the New Zealand Disability Strategy as Government agencies’ guide on disability issues; and 
· the Enabling Good Lives Principles and the Atoatoali'o National Pacific Disability Approach 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 5 – Equality and non-discrimination
· Article 9 – Accessibility
· Article 19 – Living independently and being included in the community
· Article 28 – Adequate standard of living and social protection

The Submission
Introduction
Total Mobility (TM) is a key component of the public transport system for many disabled people as it supports our participation in community life. DPA has supported a review of TM for many years as there are a number of long-standing issues that have become evident with the scheme.

One of the ongoing issues has been the inconsistency in how TM works around the country.  Another key issue is the need for a stronger funding model for TM. 

DPA welcomes some proposals in this paper, including the need to create better consistency in terms of service standards and vehicle accessibility requirements.

However, we are concerned that many of the proposals made in this paper don’t address the issues that have been identified by both scheme users and providers.

DPA opposes proposals for TM on lowering fare caps and subsidy levels, stricter evidence requirements and the need for more medical evidence and periodic reassessments.

DPA stresses that many of the proposals risk reducing the accessibility of transport for disabled people. Disabled people already face significant barriers to participating fully in society, with 62% of disabled people reporting unmet needs,[footnoteRef:3] substantially lower incomes and higher deprivation statistics than non-disabled people.  [3:  https://www.stats.govt.nz/news/disabled-people-need-more-care-and-support/
] 


We will elaborate on our reasons for either supporting or opposing proposals and how changes can be made without infringing on the human rights of disabled people.

DPA opposes the subsidy reduction from 75% to 65%

We note that the subsidy and fare cap reductions scheduled to take effect from July 1 have been ruled as out of scope for this consultation. But we want to confirm that we are opposed to these changes after feedback we have received from disabled people particularly in the light of the current fuel crisis. 

DPA has heard from TM users that they don’t want to return to the pre-Covid 19 days when many had to choose between using TM to pick up groceries or go to the doctors.

At the time of writing, the outbreak of war in the Middle East has also introduced greater volatility into fuel prices which are already feeding through to increased petrol prices. It is likely that TM operators, with many being taxi/small passenger transport firms, will significantly raise fares to cover these increased costs, meaning higher costs for disabled people just to do essential travel.

These higher fares will hit disabled TM users, who are disproportionately low-income earners (either beneficiaries or low waged) very hard. 

DPA asks government to reverse its already announced decisions on TM fare caps and subsidies to ease the pressure on disabled people particularly if the fuel crisis continues beyond June of this year.

DPA asks that government not reduce fare subsidies nor introduce maximum fare caps on July 1, 2026, and that these proposals are permanently scrapped.

The TM scheme was extended in 2022 not only due to the post-Covid situation, but the cost-of-living pressures brought about by the rise in oil prices due to the Ukraine War. We are concerned that the primary focus for government has been on containing the costs of TM to central and local government, while not placing enough value on the benefit of the scheme to disabled people and wider society.

Proposed changes to TM will weaken, not strengthen it

The value of TM to wider society (and which have been acknowledged in the discussion paper) can be seen in the benefits that accrue to government through, for example,
· increased social participation by disabled people leading to less people needing to access mental health services; 
· the ability for disabled people to participate in education, training and employment leading to more disabled people becoming employed; and
· the ability to access medical appointments in a timely way leading to improved health outcomes for disabled people and people with health conditions.

Our concern is that the main proposals - particularly around trip caps and more assessment requirements, far from strengthening TM, - will only weaken the scheme and shift the costs elsewhere. 

Changing the funding formula

The primary reason as to why the scheme is financially stressed is due to central government underfunding it to the tune of millions of dollars, given that funding has not fully kept pace with rising inflation and population numbers.

DPA appreciate the role that local government, mainly through regional councils, have played in co-funding and administering the scheme throughout the country. 

However, there is a real limit to the level of funding local councils can contribute to the scheme from rates revenue, meaning that central government, which has more revenue streams, needs to step up for TM to remain successful. 

DPA is very concerned that local councils could be forced to make further cuts to their TM contributions in the wake of moves by central government to introduce rates capping. 

DPA recommends that central government increase its contribution, as a part of a revised funding model, to reflect inflation and real transport costs, ensuring consistent subsidies across regions. 

DPA asks that central government index funding, within a revised funding model, to reflect consumer price inflation or equivalent transport cost indices to provide stability over time. 

DPA asks that central government fund an increased share of the TM budget, as part of a revised funding model, to take the pressure off local councils while maintaining councils as community-based administrators of the scheme.

DPA also strongly urges central government to adequately co-fund local government for their role in administering the scheme to enable the cost of doing so to be better shared.

DPA asks that disabled people, disabled people’s organisations (DPOs) and disability organisations are fully involved, as co-partners, at all levels of the scheme in its governance, administration and management.

There is a need to collect more comprehensive data on service levels and outcomes to gauge disabled people’s use of TM across the country and gather data to inform funding decisions.

Currently, only demographic and service satisfaction data are collated but real granular data on the demand for TM is missing.

DPA asks that the Ministry of Transport, NZTA and local councils are required to collate data on demand and outcomes to inform evidence-based policy and funding decisions. 

Running an environmentally cleaner, more fuel-efficient TM scheme requires support for vehicle conversions

This increasing volatility in global energy markets and the ongoing negative impacts of carbon emissions from fossil fuels highlights the need for central government to actively support the transition of all public transport fleets, including TM fleets, to being run on clean, green renewable energy.

DPA strongly supports transitioning public transport, including all vehicles run by TM providers, to being run on clean energy.

DPA asks that central and local government adequately fund the costs of converting all TM vehicles (including mobility vehicles) to clean energy as part of an overhauled funding model.

We now turn to the questions posed in the discussion paper

Proposal 1: Setting a clear purpose statement

DPA is concerned about the proposed new purpose statement as this could be used as justification to further tighten eligibility for TM or discounted public transport fares.

DPA recommends, for this reason, that the current TM purpose statement is amended to read as follows:

“.. to assist eligible disabled people to access public transport to enable their full participation in community life.”

In this way, both the social model of disability which emphasises the need to remove environmental, attitudinal and system barriers to the participation of people with impairments[footnoteRef:4] and the human rights model of disability stressing the rights of disabled people to be able to fully participate in society as citizens can be acknowledged[footnoteRef:5]. [4:  https://www.disabilitysupport.govt.nz/disabled-people/resources-for-people-new-to-the-disability-community/a-brief-history-of-disability-in-aotearoa-new-zealand/medical-versus-social-model]  [5:  https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13642987.2020.1783533
] 


Proposal 2: Make the Total Mobility assessment fairer and more consistent

DPA supports, in principle, making TM needs assessment processes fairer and more consistent across the country.

Many disabled people, however, have strong concerns about how this will be done, and we outline these concerns alongside recommendations for improvement in our responses to the next two questions.

DPA asks that assessments be individualised, based on the Enabling Good Lives principles and remain simplified. 

The relevant Enabling Good Lives principles that would be applicable to TM assessments are self-determination, and the need for TM to be person-centred, mana enhancing, and easy to use.  

It’s important that disabled people have access to individually flexible TM assessments as there is a need to recognise that people may need to access the scheme if, for example, their impairment prevents them from sitting in a lower car seat, being able to pivot or transfer safely, or step up into a vehicle.

DPA asks that, associated with this, both the Ministry of Transport and NZTA work with disabled people and disability organisations to co-design TM assessment guidelines and tools to guide the work of assessors in delivering more consistent and individualised assessments.

Proposal 2A: Introducing evidence requirements as part of the assessment process

DPA is opposed to this. Disabled people are already required to present extensive paper-based information in the form of, for example, medical certificates or needs assessment notes to verify their eligibility for a range of government-funded disability supports including welfare benefits, educational assistance, and disability support services.

The never-ending requirements by government for disabled people and their families whānau and aiga to continually produce medical evidence to receive any kind of support is stressful, exhausting and costly.

These requirements also make disabled people one of the most over-assessed population groups in the country.

While assessments of disabled people to determine eligibility for TM have been used for decade, these have been simple and easy to access compared to other types of disability assessments and conducted by trained, independent assessors.

DPA asks that any written evidence for the purposes of verifying eligibility is kept to an absolute minimum. 

Disabled people would prefer not to have to go through the effort and expense involved in getting a certificate from their GP and/or specialist to verify that they have an impairment or impairments for TM purposes. 

DPA asks that further consultation is conducted with disabled people and disability organisations about simplifying the process of obtaining medical verification of impairment for assessment purposes, particularly for first assessments. 
 
Proposal 2B: Introducing periodic reassessments to keep receiving Total Mobility support

DPA supports, in principle, introducing periodic reassessments for TM eligibility, but this should only apply to people with non-permanent impairments, for example, people injured in accidents and who are expected to fully recover.

DPA commends government for its decision to continue TM scheme access for people with fluctuating impairments/conditions as recognition that while people in this group may sometimes not need to access TM services, there are times when their impairments/conditions flare up that they need to do so.

However, people with fluctuating impairments should also be exempt from needing to undergo periodic assessments for TM eligibility.

DPA asks that all current TM scheme users who identify as people with permanent impairments and fluctuating impairments/conditions are exempted from any requirement to undergo perioding TM assessments.

DPA asks that any TM re-assessment for people with non-permanent impairments is determined at the time of each assessment by mutual agreement between the assessor and the person being assessed and that the timing of any re-assessment is fully based on the identified needs of the TM user.

Proposal 3: Introduce caps on trips based on level of need and circumstances

DPA strongly opposes these proposals .

These proposals undermine the basic principles and tenets of the scheme and should not be introduced in any way, shape or form.

If Government proceeded with these changes to TM, we consider it would violate several UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) articles, namely, 
· Article 5 (Equality and non-discrimination), 
· Article 9 (Accessibility - including the right to accessible transport), 
· Article 19 (Living independently and being included in the community) and Article 28 (Adequate standard of living and social protection) 

Option 3A: Introduce a flat trips cap for all Total Mobility users

DPA strongly opposes this.

We do so for several reasons. 

Firstly, it is disempowering that assessors could potentially have the power to take away disabled people’s ability to determine the number of trips they can take and, through that, our right to fully participate in society. After all, non-disabled people do not face a cap on the number of maximum trips they can take on publicly funded transport such as buses. 

Secondly, trip caps are inequitable in that they will lead to, as noted earlier, disabled people having to choose again between using TM for food shopping or going to the doctors. 

Thirdly, taxis are sometimes the only safe means of transport for disabled people, who are disproportionately subjected to violence and abuse at bus stops and other public spaces, particularly for disabled women and disabled LGBTQIA+ people in the evenings. Effectively, not being able to fully access TM as the result of a trips cap will impact on disabled people’s ability to make safe transport choices. 

Making safe transport choices is important for disabled people because some people may feel unsafe on public transport, including buses, due to concerns about harassment, overcrowding, or unpredictable environments. An example of this is that some disabled women with PTSD, or past trauma may feel unsafe on public transport and rely on the ability to choose a trusted or preferred female taxi driver.

Using taxis are also important for disabled people due to the need for practical safety and ease, for example, when needing to carry heavy items like shopping which can’t be done easily on buses.

Fourthly, and most importantly there is the reality that if fares are capped, for example, at 30x trips per month, this will mean TM users can only undertake 15x return trips per month, resulting in many disabled people becoming more isolated or having to rely on family, whānau, aiga and friends for transport, eroding their independence, autonomy and choice. 

DPA asks that a flat trips cap is not introduced.

Option 3B: Introduce a base allocation of trips, with additional trips available based on intended use

DPA opposes this as it will undermine the original philosophy of the scheme which is that disabled people should be able to use TM to travel anywhere, anytime and for whatever purpose.

Introducing any requirement for TM users to identify the intended reason(s) for any trips they take beyond the cap through the application of rigid criteria would restrict disabled people’s rights to fully access public transport on the same, equitable basis as non-disabled people.

Proposal 4: Incentivise Total Mobility providers to provide more wheelchair accessible vehicle trips

DPA strongly supports the proposal for TM providers to be incentivised to provide more wheelchair accessible vehicle trips.

The $10 per trip hoist fee for mobility vehicles, originally introduced and left unchanged since 2005, has not kept pace with inflation, meaning that the number of mobility vehicles has not kept up with the increasing number of wheelchair users in the population. 

Increasing the hoist payment would also better recognise the value of the additional support that mobility vehicle drivers give to disabled people during journeys.

However, we noted earlier about the need to update and adjust the funding formula for TM, and this should include the ability for the scheme to adequately cover the shared costs involved in assisting taxi/small passenger service operators to purchase, update or convert mobility vehicles. 

Currently, many taxi/small passenger service operators don’t feel that the government funding they receive is sufficient to cover the increasing costs of purchasing, updating or converting accessible vehicles.

Central government changing the funding formula to fully recognise these increasing costs would have a wide range of benefits including, for example, encouraging more operators to provide TM services as there is a real lack of access to accessible vehicles across the country, particularly in the evenings in all the main urban centres and in rural communities.

DPA asks that central and local government, through the Ministry of Transport and NZ Transport Agency, collaborate with taxi/small passenger transport providers to support the expansion of accessible vehicle fleets by adequately co-funding vehicle upgrades and technology improvements. 

DPA asks that the TM funding formula is adjusted to fully account for the need to convert and upgrade all mobility vehicles operated by providers.

Proposal 5: Enabling new Total Mobility service providers to enter the scheme

DPA has concerns about this proposal. While ride-hailing services offer convenience and quicker access, there are multiple issues that disabled people experience, particularly with rideshare platforms including Uber, that will have to be resolved before doing so due to the highly deregulated nature of the rideshare service industry.

When it comes to disabled people using rideshare apps and services, the consensus is that while their service is getting better, rideshare operators tend to discriminate against disabled passengers.  An example of this is the reported discrimination by some Uber drivers against disabled people travelling with disability assist animals/dogs who have been advised to book pet ride share services instead at greater expense.

It appears that disability discrimination on the part of Uber and other rideshare operators is due to the lack of disability awareness/responsiveness amongst drivers more than anything else.

Another serious concern is the safety of rideshare services, particularly Uber, for all passengers, especially disabled people and disabled women.

Both New Zealand and overseas research shows that disabled people experience much higher rates of violence and abuse than non-disabled people[footnoteRef:6] and disabled women experience higher rates of violence[footnoteRef:7] than non-disabled women. Organisations and systems (including transport systems) may not be safe or accessible, making it difficult for people to escape violence and abuse.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  https://www.whaikaha.govt.nz/news/news/results-from-the-june-2023-crime-and-victims-survey ]  [7:  https://www.ajpmonline.org/article/S0749-3797(21)00191-4/fulltext ]  [8:  https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/crime/112559564/the-homicide-report-gives-a-detailed-account-of-gun-violence-in-new-zealand] 


Our concerns about the safety of rideshare services derive from the United States where Uber was found to have seriously underreported physical, sexual and other forms of harassment and violence against passengers using their services.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  https://feminist.org/news/every-eight-minutes-the-crisis-of-sexual-assault-in-uber-rides/] 


For these reasons, putting rideshare platforms into the TM system may create greater risks for disabled people by letting in operators who may have a greater propensity towards poor service, violence, harassment and discrimination.

Some rideshare workforce operate with low pay and poor conditions, and this means that customers have an increased risk of encountering poorly trained, overworked and not fully screened drivers.

DPA has been advised that the Uber Mobility trial results from 2017 have not been released publicly, so there is no information apart from that which is publicly available to make a judgement regarding the suitability of Uber and other rideshare platforms to provide safe, accessible, quality services to disabled people.

DPA supports, for these reasons, the introduction of strong, robust national minimum service standards for all TM providers. These service standards must apply to all providers, including ride-hailing and rideshare services.

DPA asks that the TM national minimum standards are fully co-designed by disabled people, disabled people’s organisations (for example DPA), and disability organisations in partnership with central and local government.

DPA asks that the Uber Mobility Trial findings from 2017 are publicly released and assessed prior to the development of national guidelines, so that they can inform the development of the guidelines.

DPA recommends that the national minimum service standards are designed to reduce regional disparities, guaranteeing equitable access. 

Proposal 6: Introduce a national public transport concession for people with disabilities 

DPA supports the concept of a national public transport concession for disabled people on the proviso that all public transport is genuinely accessible.

DPA asks that until all public transport becomes genuinely accessible, TM should remain in place. 
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