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Executive summary 
Disabled Aucklanders love Auckland and they want to contribute more actively to the social and 

economic fabric of the city.  

This report provides evidence about the key issues, needs and aspirations of the 77,000 disabled 

people in New ZealandΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ Ŏƛǘȅ. It has been brought together by representatives of the 

Auckland City Council, Auckland District Health Board, Waitakere City Council and AUT 

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ Institute of Public Policy. These agencies aimed to provide a clear snapshot of 

Auckland /ƛǘȅΩs heterogeneous disabled people and the reality of their lives that can be used to 

inform decisions in achieving enhanced citizenship.  

The report has been commissioned by the Auckland City Council and Auckland District Health 

Board, as two key agencies responsible for improving services to, access for and wellbeing of 

disabled people. However, it also clearly points to the enabling roles and responsibilities of all key 

decision-makers in the Auckland region. It is based on the understanding that disability is a result 

of the ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜir environments.  

The researchers found that while there have been pleasing improvements in some areas for 

disabled Aucklanders over recent years, significant and urgent change is still required. 

Improvements to ways of communicating with disabled citizens are also needed.  

The four key challenges  

1. Getting around 

 Getting around the city is still blocked for disabled Aucklanders by barriers in transport, the 

built environment and public spaces. 

Barrier-free transport and built environments will better allow disabled Aucklanders to contribute 

to our economy and society. Moving freely and reliably around the city will enable a profound and 

positive change in the economic and social lives of individuals and families. This includes disabled 

people and also those with temporary injuries or illness, parents with children and buggies, and 

people who are getting frailer.  

Failure to dismantle the barriers is likely to mean that people will continue to be disabled 

unnecessarily by the environments they live in. Furthermore, risk management issues and costs 

may mount for the Auckland City Council and District Health Board.  

2. Economic wellbeing   

 Disabled people earn substantially less than non-disabled people, even where they have 

tertiary qualifications. 

 5ƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩs low income is predominantly sourced from government benefits and 

casual, low-paying work.  

 Higher numbers of disabled people are not in the labour force compared with non-disabled 

people, even for those disabled people with tertiary qualifications. 
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Poverty is a daily reality for many disabled Aucklanders and their families: from available figures, 

the authors estimate that about half of disabled Auckland adults have personal incomes of less 

than $20,000, predominantly sourced from benefits, casual, part-time, and/or low-paying work. 

Further statistical work is needed as disability is not included as a factor in regular labour force or 

income surveys. Local employers need to understand that hiring disabled people will in fact 

attract high-calibre, loyal employees.  

3. Support 

 Support services play a critical and fundamental role in many ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ the 

quality of those disability support services remains a significant concern.   

 Home-based services can be both a physical and social support for some disabled people. 

¢ƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ΨƳŀƪŜ ƻǊ ōǊŜŀƪΩ ǎŜŎǳǊƛƴƎ ŀ ƧƻōΣ 

undertaking study opportunities or other necessary economic and social commitments. 

4. Active citizens 

 Disabled Aucklanders love Auckland. 

 Disabled Aucklanders have the skills and desire to contribute to District Health Board and 

Council work but require organisational responsiveness and capacity to listen to disability 

perspectives. 

άDisabled people expect to participate as full and equal citizens ς with the same set of 

ǊƛƎƘǘǎΣ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜΧ 5ƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ Ŧǳƭƭ 

participation in society is limited by their lack of access to things that help most people 

to operate in society... These things include access to information, communications, 

transport, buildings and the physical environment.έ 1   

The interaction of these things can also compound the challenges. For example, disabled 

!ǳŎƪƭŀƴŘŜǊǎΩ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǎŜŎǳǊƛƴƎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀōƭŜ to use reliable 

public transport and to accessing their built environment, including footpaths, as well as having 

dependable personal support where needed.   

tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘǎ already depend upon continuous quality improvement in all four key areas 

identified. However, with a rapidly ageing population and disability on the increase, there is even 

more pressure on city leaders to plan for the thousands of disabled people who want to live, work 

and play in Auckland now and in the future.   

This report concludes that Auckland District Health Board and City Council can make a substantial 

difference to the lives of the 77,000 disabled Aucklanders in their city (and the 250,000 in the 

wider region) primarily by working together with other agencies that impact the lives of disabled 

people. The researchers also note that a much larger number of people would also benefit, 

including people with temporary injuries or illness, parents with children and buggies, and older 

people. 

                                                           

1
 Office for Disability Issues, 2008:8 
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Three recommendations for decision-makers 

Stepping up to the four challenges described above will require consistent focus as well as 

coordination, both within and between organisations.  

Three key actions have been identified that will help our local bodies and other public agencies 

work together to unleash thousands of ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ !ǳŎƪƭŀƴŘŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ 

and economy. Once these actions are agreed in principle, we acknowledge that more detailed 

scoping will be required before resources are finally committed. 

1. In addition to imƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎΩ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 

programmes and services, develop a joint regional Strategic Action Plan that can be shared 

with all public agencies in the region and which prioritises action to ensure the best use of 

resources in meeting the challenges. It is recommended that the Auckland City Council, 

Auckland District Health Board and AUT University get this underway, but look for 

opportunities for other agencies to join or create their own specific action plans over time. 

With the Council, District Health Board and University demonstrating leadership, partnership, 

innovation and action, the authors contend that practical, achievable and cost-effective 

solutions for the challenges can be identified and implemented.  

2. Increase capacity for engagement with disabled people, along with community and leadership 

development, by developing smart, shared communication infrastructure. This would focus 

on removing communication barriers and enabling disabled Aucklanders to contribute to 

public policy, community capacity-building, and action. 

3. Commit to an ongoing research programme to continue finding out the views of disabled 

Aucklanders and what works for them and for agencies. A particular focus now needs to be 

given to local research in specific communities, aligned with the new regional representation 

arrangements. 
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Introduction 
Disabled people are part of every community and population group in Auckland. Census figures 

tell us that about one in five New Zealanders experience disability (Ministry of Health 2004), 

which means there are about 77,000 disabled Aucklanders (and about 250,000 in the wider 

region).   

5ƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƘǿŀǊǘŜŘ ōȅ 

unnecessary barriers. Removing those barriers (and not creating new ones) is part of the core 

business of local bodies (Councils and District Health Boards) and other public agencies. 

District Health Boards are responsible for the health and wellbeing of the populations in their area 

ς including disabled people. In addition, they are key agencies for management of specialist 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛǾŜǎ.  

Councils are also responsible for the wellbeing of their area and its people, including 

environmental, economic, social and cultural wellbeing. They have a major role to play in creating 

cities, regions and communities that work well for current and future populations, and they must 

cooperate with other organisations to achieve that.  

These responsibilities are set out in the laws that govern local bodies: the Local Government Act 

2002 and the Public Health and Disability Act 2001. Honouring those obligations is not optional, 

and yet many organisations are only just beginning to take them seriously. ¢ƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ 

2001 New Zealand Disability Strategy has been a catalyst for change across public agencies. The 

ƛƳǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǊŜǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ǳŎƪƭŀƴŘ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ councils is a golden opportunity for progress. 

Although the solutions for removing and preventing barriers are known, there are gaps in our 

knowledge at local level about disabled populations, and differences in understanding that make 

coordinated action more difficult than it should be. In 2008, four agencies in the Auckland region 

worked together to fill some of those gaps through a research project.  

This research involved the collection of information through the analysis of literature and through 

direct engagement with a wide range of disabled people: a total of 34 people took part in six 

focus groups, key informant interviews, written journals and a workshop. All participants reside 

within the shared local body boundaries of Auckland City Council and the Auckland District Health 

Board.  

The researchers wanted to examine disabled AucklandersΩ interests, capabilities and aspirations, 

as well as the impairments and barriers which they personally and collectively described. The 

research partners were very interested to understand what disabled people want for themselves, 

their families and their city, as well as to seek clarity about what already works well in their lives. 

These discussions are reflected throughout this report and are cited as άBennett and Bijouxέ ς the 

researchers who undertook the discussions with disabled Aucklanders in mid-2008. 



Step Up Auckland  ï Decision-makers getting it right for disabled Aucklanders  5 

September 2009    Auckland Disability Research Group, Auckland, New Zealand 

Setting the scene 

Disability is a social process that is experienced personally by about one in five Aucklanders. The 

following stories provide an insight into the lives of two disabled Aucklanders.2  

The stories also clearly illustrate the need for different sectors and organisations to work together 

to remove the disabling barriers that stop disabled Aucklanders from contributing fully to our 

economy and society. Organisations are often struggling to address exactly the same barriers. 

Many cannot be removed by any single agency or person and so it makes good sense to pool our 

resources, coordinate our actions and work together for long-term change. 

[ƛƭƭȅΩǎ story 

Lilly is a vivacious 18-year-old Aucklander. She is just about to start her first day as a tertiary 

student at university where she is beginning her Bachelor of Business and Information 

Technology. Lilly topped her school in Design and Japanese and has already forged a reputation 

for designing cool websites and posters for local bands. [ƛƭƭȅΩǎ ŘǊŜŀƳ is to run her own 

international business. 

Lilly uses a wheelchair to get around. She became paralysed from the neck down when she was 

12 years old after a drunk driver crashed into the car her father was driving. He was killed 

instantly. She currently lives with her mother, stepfather and three younger siblings in a small 

family home in the Auckland suburb of Panmure. 

What does it take for Lilly to get to her first lecture at 9am on Monday morning at the 

University? 

How many people and organisations will determine whether she can make it to class or not? 

Lilly wakes up at 6am. Fortunately her support worker arrives on time this morning and cheerfully 

helps her out of bed, into the shower and into her clothes. [ƛƭƭȅΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƛǎ ōǳǎȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊǎ 

aged 18 months and three years old. Once dressed, Lilly helps get breakfast for her five-year-old 

sister who is still getting used to school. 

Lilly struggles with her old manual chair which is not only too small for her now but also makes 

her reliant on someone else to push her around for more than short trips. She is still waiting to 

hear if she qualifies for a new electric chair, but it is a long process with lots of forms to fill out. 

It is now 8am and Lilly has one hour to get to her lecture. Her support worker pushes her manual 

chair out the front door and onto the pavement. Unfortunately [ƛƭƭȅΩǎ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƘƻƻŘ has old 

footpaths and kerbs. Lilly is nearly tipped from her chair as they negotiate the asphalt obstacle 

course to where she parked her car last night.  

Now on her own, as she has used up all her support allocation for that day, Lilly gets into her car 

which has been modified with hand controls and a special hoist. She enjoys the feeling of 

independence as she drives off to her lecture. However, after several circuits of the campus and 

                                                           

2
 These are composite and realistic scenarios, not the exact experiences of real people. 
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surrounding streets, Lilly cannot find an empty mobility carpark space near the university. They 

are all full, and she knows that about half of them are likely to be illegal parkers without the 

proper mobility permit.3 Finally she resorts to a parking space on Queen Street, down the hill from 

her class. 

On her own and now running late for university, Lilly wonders how she will manage the steep hill 

to her class. Quite by chance, a young woman notices her struggling across the pedestrian 

crossing and rushes to help her. It turns out that Mia was at primary school with Lilly before 

moving away. They start chatting and discover that they are actually in the same class that 

morning, which has been moved to a different lecture theatre at the last moment.  

As they finally reach the room together, they realise in dismay that there is a flight of stairs at the 

entrance and Lilly cannot even get in the door. [ƛƭƭȅΩǎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ goes inside and tells the lecturer 

about the access problem. While he is sympathetic, he tells Mia that he has a class of 200 

students to teach and he cannot leave them waiting for one student. 

Lilly is now despondent and exhausted and Mia decides to flag the lecture and grab a coffee with 

her friend next door at the student café and consider what to do next. A pamphlet on a 

ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƛƴƎ ǘŀōƭŜ ŎŀǘŎƘŜǎ [ƛƭƭȅΩǎ ŜȅŜΦ It is about the universityΩǎ Disability Resource Office. It 

turns out there is a team dedicated to supporting the disabled staff and students. Perhaps all is 

not lost after all? 

Lilly takes a deep breath and tries to picture herself in a few yearsΩ time: a highly successful 

business woman with her own global company earning export dollars and providing opportunities 

for other young people. She knows it will be a very difficult journey to get there, but she is 

determined to make it. 

!ǊŜ ƻǳǊ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƻǊ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ [ƛƭƭȅΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŎŀǊŜŜǊΚ  

Which pieces of the puzzle are we responsible for? 

[ƛƭƭȅΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŀ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ agencies who can make part of her life barrier free ς or not. These 

are some of them: 

 Home-based support services (NASC agency, service provider).  

 Footpaths (Local Council). 

 Equipment, vehicle and personal support funding (Ministries of Health, Social Development, 

Department of Internal Affairs). 

 Mobility parking provision and enforcement (Local Council, University, service provider). 

 Campus built environment, including consents (University, Local Council).  

 Academic course (University, Tertiary Education Commission). 

 Campus support services (University, service providers). 

 Café, including consents (Business, Local Council). 

                                                           

3
 From mobility parking usage research, CCS Disability Action 2007. 
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FredΩǎ story  

Fred celebrated his 70th birthday last year after he finally retired from his lifelong profession as a 

lawyer. He has always loved sport and on his weekends Fred coaches the local Epsom under-15 

rugby team. 

Recently Fred has had some difficulty reading the sport section in the newspaper and has been 

told that he can no longer drive. Apparently he is experiencing the early stages of a very common 

age-related condition called macular degeneration.  

Fred has also become increasingly forgetful. Usually he forgets just little things like where he put 

his wallet or his keys, but sometimes he finds himself standing in the middle of the footpath with 

no idea where he is going or where he has just come from. A proud man and also deeply fearful of 

what this might mean, he has kept this to himself so far. 

It is Wednesday morning and it is the last day to post a vote for the local-body elections. Fred is 

passionate about his civic responsibilities and never misses an election. His four-year-old 

grandson Sione is spending the day hanging out with his beloved grandfather. 

What does it take for Fred and his grandson to cast a vote? 

How many people and organisations will have an impact on their journey? 

As Fred and Sione leave the house for their big day out, Fred grabs the envelope with his voting 

papers in it by the front door. He pauses momentarily to reflect on the rigmarole he and his wife 

had to go through the day before in order for him to fill out the forms.  

As a lawyer, he had filled out more forms than he had had hot dinners, but last night was without 

a doubt the most frustrating time ever. The forms and the candidate descriptions were in such 

tiny print he simply could not read them. This was the first time in his life he had to rely on 

someone else to fill out his voting papers, and it felt like being a helpless burden rather than a 

resourceful husband.  

Fred decides that they will catch the local bus to tƘŜ Ǉƻǎǘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ōŜǎƛŘŜ {ƛƻƴŜΩǎ favourite 

playground. Fred has actually never done this before as his wife usually drives them, but really 

how hard can it be? On the way to the bus-stop, Fred decides to take Sione to the nearby café. He 

loves to spoil his grandson and he wants today to be an adventure.  

Fred heads towards what he thinks is the entrance to the café. It is one of those modern places 

with lots of glass and stainless steel. Suddenly he realises that he is about to walk straight into a 

floor-to-ceiling window. Startled and embarrassed, he turns abruptly and walks straight into some 

tables and chairs with a fearful clatter. Sione instinctively grabs his ƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ hand and gently 

leads him to the café entrance. Fred is shaking and visibly upset.  

Now in front of the counter, Fred looks around for a menu. The woman behind the counter points 

in an offhand manner at the wall behind her. With dread, Fred realises the menu is only on the 

blackboard behind the counter. There is simply no way he can read that. 



Step Up Auckland  ï Decision-makers getting it right for disabled Aucklanders  8  

September 2009    Auckland Disability Research Group, Auckland, New Zealand 

Again a feeling of panic starts to grow and Fred tries to think how he can save face and not look 

stupid by asking to have the menu read out. He guesses that most cafés sell hot chocolates and 

chocolate cake, and he knows Sione likes them too. Fred bluffs by pretending to look at the 

blackboard and makes the order. Thankfully, he made a clever guess and the waitress takes his 

order without batting an eye. 

Now having finished their treats, Fred is feeling calmer and, still determined to get to the post 

office and playground, he takes Sione to the nearest bus-stop just up the road from the café. He 

remembers having seen buses stop there over the years even though he has never actually caught 

one himself.  

Fred looks for the timetable to work out which bus they need to catch. The timetable is behind a 

reflective Perspex cover inside the shelter and it is printed in tiny eight-point font. He has no 

chance of reading anything under 18 point and preferably in bold. Angry and frustrated, Fred 

vows to call the transport authority when he gets home to complain about the inaccessible 

timetable. He also wonders which of the people he has voted for will advocate for people with 

impaired vision? Perhaps he should have stood for the local community board himself? 

Suddenly, Sione ƧǳƳǇǎ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ŦŜŜǘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅǎ άƭƻƻƪ Grandpa ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ bus-stopέΦ Sure enough, 

they are on one of the routes that has the audio timetable as well. Sione presses the big yellow 

button on the signpost and a mechanical voice states that the next bus is due in five minutes. 

Sione and Fred get on the next bus and make it to the post office and post his vote with no 

problems. Sione has a great time at the playground and shows his grandfather just how clever he 

is on the monkey bars. They chat all day about their favourite subject, rugby! 

As they get off the bus on the way home, Fred notices a poster of John Kirwan on the bus shelter 

talking about depression. For the first time ever, Fred stops and understands what the campaign 

is really about. He has always admired JK! 

!ǊŜ ƻǳǊ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƻǊ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ CǊŜŘΩǎ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ 

rights as a citizen?  

Which pieces of the puzzle are we responsible for? 

Throughout this research report we will return to the stories of Lilly and Fred. 
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Who are disabled Aucklanders? 

Disabled people are part of every community and population group in Auckland. Census figures 

tell us that about one in five New Zealanders experience disability (Ministry of Health 2004), 

which means there are about 77,000 disabled Aucklanders (and 250,000 in the wider region).  

The proportion of disabled people increases dramatically with age, with more than half of over-65 

year olds being disabled. Our rapidly ageing population means that the number of disabled people 

will increase significantly over forthcoming decades.  

Selected demographic data about disabled people in Auckland and New Zealand is in Appendix II 

(p.29).   

What disability means 

Though we have started with individual stories, disability is not an individual problem. Disability is 

a complex social process ς not simply something wrong with a person. This project has used a 

modern understanding of disability consistent with the New Zealand Disability Strategy, although 

we accepted that research participants would use a variety of ways and words to describe it, 

which is reflected in their quotes throughout this report4.  

Disability has two parts to it ς how a person functions and how our world functions. Historically, 

disability meant only the personal ŀǎǇŜŎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƛǎŜŘ άƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳέΣ 

described in terms of weakness, deficit and cost.  

²Ƙŀǘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎέ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǿ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘǎέΦ An impairment is an 

ongoing reduction, absence or difference of personal function. Impairment means a person may 

have difficulty doing some things in their daily life, like moving around, hearing, learning or 

socialising. Those difficulties are often reduced by simply doing things differently or using forms of 

support, including equipment and human services. Most disabled people are impaired in only 

certain aspects of daily living, and have many other personal strengths. Impairment is usually not 

ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ άǘǊŜŀǘŜŘέ ƻǊ άŎǳǊŜŘέ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǊŜƘŀōƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ 

services may be helpful for some people. Impairment comes about in many ways, from birth, 

illness, accident and ageing ς and it has always been a normal part of human life.  

Disability is ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ άŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎέ ǿŜ ŀƭƭ 

live in ς built environments, service environments, communication environments, civic 

environments and social environments. Those άenvironmentsέ can contain barriers that prevent 

disabled people from participating and contributing in the same way as everyone else. General 

attitudes and assumptions about disability are a common underlying barrier at both individual 

and societal levels.  

                                                           

4
 The following explanation is taken from Strengthening Contribution ς Waitakere Disability Plan, 2008 Draft. 

(Waitakere City Council 2008:5). 
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Disability is experienced when a person with impairments interacts with άenvironmentsέ that 

have not anticipated diverse needs. wŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ άŦƛȄέ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ƻǳǊ ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŦƻŎǳǎ ŦƻǊ 

ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ŀƭƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƳŜŜǘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

to remove barriers that prevent people being able to contribute and participate on a fair footing.  

The New Zealand Disability Strategy (2001) puts it like this: 

άDisability is the process which happens when one group of people creates barriers by 

designing a world only for their way of living, taking no account of the impairments 

other people have. Our society is built in a way that assumes that we can all move 

quickly from one side of the road to the other; that we can all see signs, read directions, 

hear announcements, reach buttons, have the strength to open heavy doors and have 

stable moods and perceptions.έ 

 

Lilly has impaired mobility, but when she uses her wheelchair to get around she is only 

disabled by inadequate built environments ς like a lecture theatre that just has steps. By 

contrast, the nearby café is not a disabling environment, even though her impairment still 

exists. Her friend Mia has impaired vision, but is not disabled as long as she is able to wear 

her spectacles. 
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The challenges 
Our research identified four main challenges for decision-makers to address. 

Getting around 

 Disabled Aucklanders are blocked from getting around their city by extra barriers in 
transport, the built environment and public spaces 

 Removing those barriers is core public business for local bodies 

 Barrier-free transport and built environments allow disabled Aucklanders to contribute to 
our economy and society 

Transport issues 

Disabled Aucklanders involved in this research told us that using public transport in Auckland 

could be unsafe, exhausting and overwhelming. Buses were the most frequently used mode of 

public transport for disabled Aucklanders, yet these services could be very challenging. The 

customer service attitudes of drivers, the physical structure of buses and the lack of reliability of 

services meant that travel could not always occur, or was extremely uncomfortable. There were 

significant social and economic ramifications of transport barriers:  

άThere is no safe way for me to use existing public transport with my set of disabilities 

which affect walking, vision and hearing. I live in [suburb] and work at the University 

Tamaki campus in Glen Innes. It is possible to get there using two bus trips, however this 

is not safe. I can walk the short distance from my apartment to the bus-stop and ride to 

Glen Innes terminal, but from there I must catch a second bus up Merton Rd and get off 

on the footpath opposite Tamaki Campus. So far so good, except to get to work I must 

cross Morrin Rd which is heavily used by large trucks and where there is no pedestrian 

crossing. This is very unsafe for anyone wishing to access the campus by foot, let alone 

people with physical disabilityέ (Bennett and Bijoux 2008:61).  

 
This correlates closely with the findings of the New Zealand Human Rights CommissionΩǎ нллр 

Inquiry into Accessible Public Land Transport:5  

ά.ŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǳƴŦŀƛǊƭȅ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǳǎƛƴƎ 

public land transport to go to work, to go to school, to enjoy community activities and to 

fully participaǘŜ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΧ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘ ƛǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ 

and regulated in New Zealand amounts to systemic discrimination against disabled 

people.έ  

 

                                                           

5
 Human Rights Commission, 2005. Accessible Journey Report of the Inquiry into Accessible Public Land Transport, 

(pp.10-12). 
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That Inquiry found there was a general agreement that a number of immediate actions could be 

taken to improve the accessible journey for disabled people, but that others would take some 

time:  

άThere was considerable transport provider agreement for a timetabled approach to the 

introduction of national accessibility design performance standards that recognises the 

reality of funding large capital works and is consistent with the human rights approach 

of progressively realising improvementέ.6  

 
Regional Councils can make public transport services more accessible for all members of the 

public by writing compulsory universal design standards into their transport contracts. Local 

Councils can ensure that associated transport infrastructure like bus-stops and footpaths work 

well for everyone. Public property owners can make sure that internal footpaths, transport 

linkages and other forms of built infrastructure are universally accessible. 

National figures show that people with mobility, seeing and intellectual impairments reported the 

highest levels of difficulty using public transport (Dylan and Waitakere City Council 2008). People 

with hearing impairments reported a lower level of difficulty, although announcements and 

information about transport services were problematic.7 

άWe need Auckland City to focus on [people] getting around with dignity, good 

information, transport ς ǿŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ƻƴŜ ǿŀȅ ǿƛƭƭ ǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ ς and the 

enforcement of standards. So, more of what they are doing but fulfilling it, resourcing it, 

ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΧ ²Ŝ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ƎƻƛƴƎέ (Bennett and Bijoux:38). 

 
However, there was some positive feedback for the public transport work accomplished in the 

city so far: 

άIŦ ȅƻǳ Ǝƻ ǘƻ .ǊƛǘƻƳŀǊǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜΧ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ 

audible traffic signals is a good step forward; installing these into other areas, not just 

shop areas, is good... A plan to ensure [that] all controlled intersections will also be 

ŀǳŘƛōƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ώƘŀǾŜϐ ǾƛōǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǎƛƎƴŀƭǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ōƭƛƴŘπŘŜŀŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΧ it is a gold 

star for the City Councilέ (Bennett and Bijoux:25). 

 

The Office for Disability Issues has noted that making public transport more accessible is 

beneficial for everyone such as people with temporary injuries or illness, parents with children 

and buggies, and people who are getting frailer.8 This benefit to a wide range of people is key to 

the current disability strategies of both the Auckland and Waitakere City Councils. LaGrow and 

Daye9 (2005) note that complex transport issues must be addressed by local, regional and 

national-level government.  

                                                           

6
 Human Rights Commission, 2005, p.13 

7
 Dylan and Waitakere City Council, 2008, p.29 

8
 Office for Disability Issues, 2008, p.3 

9
 LaGrow, S and Daye, P., 2005, Barriers to employment identified by blind and vision-impaired persons in New Zealand 
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For those disabled Aucklanders who drive, access to mobility parking spaces is a very contentious 

issue. Many disabled Aucklanders report that there are insufficient available mobility parking 

spaces, which is reiterated in other local research.10 Mobility parking is often illegally used by 

vehicles not displaying a valid permit. This results in additional travel time and high levels of 

frustration.11 Not all disabled drivers use mobility parking spaces, but approximately 17,000 

disabled Auckland adults need to park close to their destination.12 

Based on national figures, about 7,000 disabled Auckland adults have no vehicle which means 

that public transport is a vital service for them.13 Conversely, the lack of accessible public 

transport is one reason why disabled people may rely on private vehicles.  

Barriers in the built environment and public spaces 

Disabled Aucklanders understand that the Council is responsible for ensuring that the Building 

Code is legally implemented. However, many people report that there are a large number of new 

buildings and public spaces that are not accessible, thus negating the cƛǘȅΩǎ ŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ Ψa 

world-Ŏƭŀǎǎ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŎƛǘȅΩ, completely inclusive of disabled people (Bennett and Bijoux:92). It is 

noted by disabled Aucklanders that many of inner-city WellingtonΩs buildings inter-connect and 

are therefore more accessible (Bennett and Bijoux:28). 

Disabled Aucklanders told us that they frequently experience significant challenges with unsafe 

footpaths and inadequate kerb cuts (Bennett and Bijoux:92). A Council commitment to providing 

level footpaths is wanted (Bennett and Bijoux:40). Even entry into shops is an everyday difficulty 

for many disabled locals: 

ά{ƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƛƴǎǳǊƳƻǳƴǘŀōƭŜ ǎǘŜǇ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΣ ƭƛƪŜ ōȅ !ƻǘŜŀ {ǉǳŀǊŜ 

ς I went to the dairy theǊŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŀ ǎƴŀŎƪ ōǳǘ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƛƴΣ ǎƻ L ǿŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǊƳŀǊǘ 

ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǎǘŜǇ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜΧ L ƴŜǾŜǊ ŦŜŜƭ ƳƻǊŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǘƘŀƴ ǿƘŜƴ L Ǝƻ ǘƻ IƛƎƘ 

{ǘǊŜŜǘΦ 9ǾŜǊȅ ǎƘƻǇ Ƙŀǎ ǎǘŜǇǎ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƻ bŜǿƳŀǊƪŜǘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘΧ ¢ƘŜ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

for us to get in ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǇ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎŀƭƭȅ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ƻǿƴŜǊǎέ ό.ŜƴƴŜǘǘ 

and Bijoux:30-32). 

 
Several disabled Aucklanders talked about the Ψentrenched stereotypes of disabilityΩ and how 

disability is not considered in planning and design of both places and processes, even though such 

a consideration would benefit wider society as well.  

Public toilets were an issue:  

ά¢ƘŜȅΩǾŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǊŜŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ YƛƴƎǎƭŀƴŘΧ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊ ǿŜƛƎƘǎ ƘŜŀǇǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ƳŀǎǎƛǾŜ ƭƻƴƎ 

handle on it which gets in the way of this thing (motions tƻ Ƙƛǎ ώǿƘŜŜƭϐŎƘŀƛǊύέ ό.ŜƴƴŜǘǘ 

and Bijoux:62). 

 

                                                           

10
 Dylan and Waitakere City Council, 2008 

11
 Bennett and Bijoux, 2008, p.61 

12
 Dylan and Waitakere City Council 2008:30 

13
 Dylan and Waitakere City Council 2008:31  
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If users of disabled toilets and barrier-free experts had been involved in the design of the toilet 

block, it would more effectively and efficiently meet the needs of a significant number of 

!ǳŎƪƭŀƴŘΩǎ citizens and visitors.  

¢ƘŜ ƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ !ǳŎƪƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƎƭƻǊƛƻǳǎ ǿŀǘŜǊǿŀȅǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜŀŎƘŜǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ōƛƎ ƛǎǎǳŜ for 

some ς how do people with impaired mobility and with prams get down to the sea? Hiring 

mobility scooters in the city was mooted, as was the availability of wheelchairs at the numerous 

ferry terminals across the city: 

άYou can hire tandem bikes, roller blades, cars, but can you hire scooters or 

wheelchairs? ς Noέ ό.ŜƴƴŜǘǘ ŀƴŘ .ƛƧƻǳȄΥпнύΧ I found out about the mobility scooters at 

the Botanical Gardeƴǎ ōȅ ŎƘŀƴŎŜΧ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƘƻǿΧ my life was 

changed by knowing that they have three scooters out thereέ ό.ŜƴƴŜǘǘ ŀƴŘ .ƛƧƻǳȄΥспύΧ 

άWater wheelchairs are available all over the world so why not here?Χ In Christchurch 

at Sumner Beach, thŜȅΩǾŜ Ǉǳǘ ŀ ǿŀƭƪǿŀȅ ǊƛƎƘǘ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀέ (Bennett and Bijoux:29-

31).  

 
Collectively, these limitations impact upon Auckland /ƛǘȅΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ capacity, including 

tourism. Increased accessibility would have a positive impact on the bottom line of local 

businesses.  

ά¢ǊŀǾŜllers with physical disabilities do face unique circumstances that must not be 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀǘŜŘΧ LƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǊŜƭŜƎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ 

Ψwindshield travellerΩ, as indicated by one individual who found sights consistently 

inaccessible: άthe view from the carpark is a poor substituteέ.14  

 

Poor kerb cuts and broken footpaths restrict Lilly getting around her neighbourhood and 

pursuing an education. Councils are responsible for building and maintaining footpaths and 

other infrastructure. When done well, these can work for everybody.  

 

                                                           

14
 Daniels, M; Rodgers, E; and Wiggins, B. 2005:925 
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Economic wellbeing 

 Disabled people earn substantially less than non-disabled people, even where they have 
tertiary qualifications 

 Higher numbers of disabled people are not in the labour force compared with non-disabled 
people  

 A lack of understanding from employers means that securing a job is very hard 

 Disabled peopleΩǎ low income is predominantly sourced from benefits and casual, low-
paying work 

Employment 

National figures15 show that a high number of disabled adults (56%) do not participate in the paid 

labour market, although the unemployment rate is identical to non-disabled people.  

Figure 1 ς Comparative labour force status, 2001, national 

 

Source: Statistics NZ 2001 Household Disability Survey. 

In this research, a number of disabled Aucklanders reported having diplomas and degrees, yet 

these higher qualifications did not correlate with an increased income over their unqualified 

peers. Many disabled Aucklanders commented that it is very difficult to secure and sustain a 

satisfying job, career path and income. Also, some disabled Aucklanders report active 

discrimination from potential employers as a result of their impairment:  

 άAfter I graduated, there was six months of nothing, I had ΨdeafΩ on my CV so I took it 

off, and then I got a job... then I was laid off. So many interviewers once they meet me 

say there is going to be a communication problem. I say Ψno I am good at communicating 

with hearing peopleΩ, ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƳŜΦ bƻǿ L ŀƳ ǘƘǊŜŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀ Ƨƻōέ 

(Bennett and Bijoux:46). 

 

                                                           

15
 Dylan and Waitakere City Council 2008 note that the most recent reliable figures at the time of this research came 

from the 2001 Census, are likely to be rather out of date and should be interpreted with caution. 
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Some disabled people need equipment and workplace modifications for them to be effective and 

to work to their full capacity, or to retain a job following an accident, yet employers are not 

always interested in making these modifications.  

Income 

Disabled New Zealanders earn significantly lower levels of income compared to non-disabled New 

Zealanders. Poverty is a daily reality for many disabled Aucklanders and their families.  From 

available figures, the authors estimate that about half of disabled Aucklanders have personal 

incomes of less than $20,00016, predominantly sourced from benefits, casual, part-time, and/or 

low-paying work. Further statistical work is needed as disability is not included as a factor in 

regular labour force or income surveys. The national five-yearly post-censal Disability Survey is the 

only source of personal income figures available for disabled New Zealanders.   

Figure 2 ς Comparative personal income, 2001 and 2006, national 

 

Source: Statistics NZ 2001 and 2006 Household Disability Surveys. 

Disabled ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ engagement in the paid labour force is significantly lower than that of non-

disabled people. Research participants told us they had multiple sources of income which are 

predominantly from benefits and casual, low-paying work.  

Table 1 ς Source of personal income, 2001, national 

Income source  Disabled Non-Disabled 

Wages, salary, etc  33% 59% 

Employer or self-employed  12% 17% 

Investment, rental, interest  26% 27% 

ACC or other insurance  4% 1% 

Superannuation, Veteran's pension  32% 9% 

Other pension  6% 2% 

Invalid Benefit  7% 1% 

Unemployment Benefit  5% 6% 

Sickness Benefit  4% 1% 

                                                           

16
 Calculation derived from both 2006 and 2001 Disability Survey data supports this conservative income estimate. 


