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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 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, 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
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 8 – Awareness raising
· Article 27 – Work and Employment
· Article 28 – Adequate standard of living and social protection

New Zealand Disability Strategy 2016-2026
Since ratifying the UNCRPD, the New Zealand Government has established a Disability Strategy[footnoteRef:3] to guide the work of government agencies on disability issues. The vision is that New Zealand be a non-disabling society, where disabled people have equal opportunity to achieve their goals and aspirations, and that all of New Zealand works together to make this happen. It identifies eight outcome areas contributing to achieving this vision. [3:  https://www.odi.govt.nz/nz-disability-strategy/
] 

The following outcomes are particularly relevant to this submission:
· Outcome 2 – Employment and Economic Security




The Submission
Below is our feedback to the Social Services and Community Committee on the Social Security Amendment Bill 2024.

DPA asks that the Bill be withdrawn due to the harmful impact these changes will have for disabled people accessing social security

The changes that have already been made across the welfare system have already caused harm for disabled people receiving a benefit.  Earlier this year DPA worked alongside the Fairer Futures Coalition on a report, A Thousand Cuts: An Assessment of the Cumulative Impacts of Recent Government Decisions on Disabled People and Other Communities.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  https://www.scribd.com/document/736889393/A-Thousand-Cuts
] 


This report highlighted the impacts of changes to the welfare system on disabled people, including the government’s decision to return linking benefit rates to the rate of inflation only, meaning that they would no longer be indexed to either the increase in prices or real wages, whichever was higher.

This change to indexation removed the potential for disabled people receiving the Supported Living Payment (SLP) to receive an additional $20 per week or over $1,000 per year for a single SLP recipient by 2027/28. This represents a considerable amount of money for people trying to survive on what is already a limited level of income.

In August 2024, further changes were announced which form the basis of this Bill.

DPA has significant concerns regarding the changes being proposed as these will create further stress and harm for disabled people and people with health conditions. The most significant of these is the harsh approach to welfare sanctions (up by 20% from last year)[footnoteRef:5] . [5:  Upston, L. (2024) “Government focused on getting people into work” media release 18 April 2024, Beehive/ NZ Executive.] 


A considerable number of disabled people and people with health conditions access Jobseeker Support if their ability to work is limited, because the threshold for accessing the comparatively more secure Supported Living Payment (SLP) is reliant on narrow and arbitrary criteria many cannot meet. 
Almost half of those on Jobseeker have a health condition or disability.[footnoteRef:6] Obliging disabled people and people with health conditions to attend work-ready seminars and other obligations does not account for the significant health and disability-related barriers to working or attitudes of employers which are the main roadblocks. [6:  benefit-fact-sheets-snapshot-march-2024.pdf (msd.govt.nz)
] 

Following the announcement of the traffic light system DPA sent out a survey to our members to understand the impact of this. We had 169 responses. Below are the key themes from that survey. 

· Need for greater clarity and more information
 
Disabled people wanted more information and greater clarity about the Traffic Light System
 
“What is a traffic light system? What does this actually mean? What implications could it have?”
 
“I am confused and anxious about the changes to supported living payment obligations. What are the new work ability assessments? Will these override what medical professionals have deemed my working ability?”
 
 
· Anxiety, fear of unfair sanctions or cuts to benefits
 
Many people highlighted that they were anxious and afraid of having their benefit or support cut. 
 
“I am on the SLP so seeing it on the traffic light system gives me severe anxiety that some Winz worker with no experience with disability will decide to punish me. Potentially leaving me destitute and homeless.”
 
“ I'm concerned about missing an obligation due to my chronic illness and being sanctioned while I'm too sick to do anything about it.” 
 
“I’m scared they will cut our supports because they think my child isn’t disabled enough.”
 
 
· System does not recognise barriers to employment/accessibility for disabled people
 
Many people highlighted the barriers to employment that disabled people face and then emotional pressure of continually being expected to apply for jobs that they cannot get. 
 
“Because I care for a teenager who has a rare Syndrome and Autism.  Whilst we are trying to get them a job the employment market and potential to get a job is nonexistent. Constantly declined or just one of many applicants. We thought putting them on the job seekers allowance would help gain employment.  Not so.   Traffic light system will put emotional pressure on a person who would struggle with the constant changes and expectations.”
 
 
· Need for staff to be trained in disability responsiveness
 
Many people highlighted the need for disability responsiveness training for all MSD/WINZ staff.
 
“I am concerned for those still on the jobseeker with medical deferment because I’ve been there, and the attitude and mindset of MSD staff and the culture of the organisation is of no help to anyone in [the] disability sector.  Their employment staff only tick box on one job opportunity to show they did something.  Then try to refer you ... because they are not trained to assist and simply can’t be bothered.  Which leaves people vulnerable to the traffic light system by default.”  
 
 
· Significant anxiety about having more hoops to jump through when accessing benefits as the process is already hard. 
 
Many people highlighted that the process of getting a benefit was already hard and that making it harder still was both unfair and counterproductive. 
 
“It is not an easy process to get onto the SLP ....people are vulnerable, often ill or disabled and are under huge pressure just to deal with the daily tasks of surviving and most experience great hardship with life pressures. ... If we have already proven [via our Dr's certificates] that we can't work, then why are they adding to the pressure and anxieties that these people are living with by adding the traffic light system for them?"
 
"It is not going to change anything except adding unnecessary paperwork and having the Govt pay for WINZ workers to fill in this unnecessary paper ... what a waste of everyone's time, energy and taxpayers’ money. 

Below we respond to specific sections of the bill. 

1.) Electronic money management sanction
Providing for Jobseeker Support and other beneficiaries to be sanctioned through having part of their benefit placed on electronic payment cards will take away the need for people to have flexibility  in how they spend what limited money they have.

This move will heavily impact upon disabled people who are sanctioned due to needing to meet higher living costs resulting from disability on top of everyday expenses.

The imposition of this sanction will reinforce harmful stereotypes that beneficiaries spend their money on alcohol, tobacco and lottery tickets and need to have their benefits managed whereas the reality, according to New Zealand research on beneficiary budgets, is vastly different in that recipients spend money on essentials for themselves and any children they have.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  https://www.stuff.co.nz/dominion-post/comment/75556427/the-myth-of-how-families-in-poverty-spend-their-money
] 


2.) Community work sanction

We are opposed to the use of community work as a sanction for beneficiaries. Disabled people already face considerable barriers to gaining employment and punishing disabled people and people with health conditions on Jobseeker with this sanction will increase the potential for exploitation of disabled people which already occurs. Many disabled people face the same barriers to undertaking community work as they face in gaining paid employment which include access to transport, reasonable accommodations and flexible hours. 

We are concerned this move will reinforce the negative stereotype that beneficiaries do not want to work whereas the reality is that employment rates are determined by the economic cycle and employers' attitudes towards disabled employees. 

Asking people to complete community work sanctions will also detract from the time and resourcing that many beneficiaries are already devoting to job search activity. 
A better approach would be to offer all disabled beneficiaries who want to do voluntary community work the support they may need to find an appropriate placement and to have accessibility costs covered. 


3.) Extending the period for obligation failures to count against clients

Doubling the amount of time that obligation failures will continue to count against clients will penalise disabled people and people with health conditions on Jobseeker and other benefits.

This will impact on the ability of Jobseeker clients to constructively engage with Work and Income New Zealand (WINZ) case managers and other agencies involved in providing support.

Taking an overly punitive approach to dealing with beneficiaries also increases psychological stress being placed upon people who are sanctioned, and this is have very damaging long lasting consequences, particularly for people who are on Jobseeker due to experiencing mental distress.

4.) Obligation to renew Jobseeker Support at 26 weeks

The new obligation for Jobseeker Support recipients to renew their benefit after 26 weeks will involve considerable effort, especially for disabled people and people with health conditions at a time when primary health services are under alot of pressure.

The hoops involved for people renewing SLP - in verifying that they still have an impairment or health condition by a health practitioner – mean that Jobseeker clients who live with a disability or health condition will have to undergo this process at least twice annually.

Already, DPA is hearing from disabled people who are having to wait anywhere between 1-2 months for GP appointments around the country. This means that if medical certificates are required to be returned to WINZ in a timely manner for Jobseeker benefit to be renewed, then any delay in getting medical appointments has the potential to jeopardise continuing payment/renewal people need and major financial hardship.

The time and effort involved in acquiring paperwork and then needing to go through the approval process is energy consuming and exhausting  for everyone on Jobseeker payment, especially disabled people and people with health conditions since so many barriers exist for disabled people including lack of digital access and lack of access to transport and other services. 

The aim of this policy is to create further bureaucratic obstacles to people being paid this benefit, even in recessionary times when there will be greater uptake. Deterring people in this way will see some people not opting to access the benefit altogether, which has the potential to produce devastating outcomes for families/whanau and individuals.

5.) Removing annual income charging and full-time employment exemption period for Jobseeker Support and introduction of weekly income charging

These moves will impact on the ability of Jobseeker clients to undertake some level of employment during the time they are in receipt of benefit.

Changing to weekly income charging will also mean that Jobseeker beneficiaries who are fortunate enough to have some work will have weekly income reporting obligations, creating yet another additional obligation on top of those which they will have to meet.

These moves could deter beneficiaries from engaging in any paid work while they are on Jobseeker, especially that which could lead to more permanent employment.

6.) Expanding support automated decision making (ADM) in the 26-week reapplication process
 
DPA is very alarmed at the proposal to use automated decision making when it comes to benefit re-applications. While we acknowledge the need for the faster processing of benefit applications and re-applications, giving the ability to Artificial Intelligence (AI) generated programmes to determine benefit renewals and other matters without sufficient safeguards in place is dangerous. We are anxious that beneficiaries could be wrongly cut off benefits altogether through the greater use of AI systems and face significant hardship as a result.
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