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To Whaikaha Ministry of Disabled People and NZ Sign Language Board Te Oranga Reo Rota
Please find attached our submission on the New Zealand Sign Language Strategy 2025-2030
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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.

The Submission
Disabled Persons Assembly (DPA) welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback to the New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL) Board Te Oranga Reo Rota and Whaikaha Ministry of Disabled People on the “New Zealand Sign Language everywhere, every day” NZSL Strategy 2025-2030.

We are pleased to see that the New Zealand Sign Language Board, the Māori Advisory Group Te Rōpū Kaitiaki and Whaikaha linked up with Te Taura Whiri I te Reo Māori – the Māori Language Commission during the development of this strategy to share experiences around what has worked in terms of the revitalisation of te reo Māori.

As an organisation that advocates for Te Tiriti o Waitangi as a founding document of Aotearoa New Zealand and tangata whaikaha Māori as both tangata whenua and mana whenua, DPA is very pleased to see Te Rōpū Kaitiaki, the Māori Advisory Group to the New Zealand Sign Language Board, providing Turi Māori advice using Māori cultural values based on Mahi Rangatira – Leading Together using a mokopuna based decision making model.  We look forward to the action plan from Te Rōpū Kaitiaki.

This alignment with te reo Māori and tikanga Māori is much needed and will have great benefits, particularly for the Turi Māori community and, indeed, all those who want to see NZSL thrive in Aotearoa New Zealand in terms of its usage within both the country’s Deaf and wider communities.

DPA has made a commitment to increasing NZSL usage in our daily mahi within our own organisation as part of our recognition and commitment to many different identities which exist within the Deaf community, which reflect those present in the wider Aotearoa community including Turi Māori, Pasifika, rainbow communities, Deafblind, Deaf mental health and Deaf people with disabilities.

1. Do you agree with the proposed vision and approach of the draft NZSL Strategy? How could these be improved? Please include the reasons for your answer.
DPA agrees with the proposed vision for the strategy of having NZSL used everywhere, every day with the aim of having everyone in the country be more aware of and using NZSL. We agree that a good way of doing this is through enabling New Zealanders to learn some key words and phrases in NZSL with the expectation that greater usage will lead to more uptake and transmission of the language – as has occurred with te reo Māori.  
We see this as a stepping stone to wānanga led by and for Turi Māori or tertiary education providers like Gallaudet in the US led by and for Deaf.
We also agree that taking a multiple stakeholder approach will be important in reaching this goal with central and local government, iwi and hapū, businesses and the public all having roles to play.
DPA supports the two strategic approaches that will underpin the new strategy: revitalisation and integration.
We agree with the need for revitalisation of the language so that it survives to be passed onto future generations of Deaf children and tamariki Turi Māori.  
The intergenerational transmission of NZSL and Deaf culture through family, whānau, and community centric approaches is an approach very similar to te reo Māori.  As a living language, it needs to be included in everyday life from childhood to adulthood.
We agree with the need for integration of NZSL into everyday national life so that it is better understood by the non-NZSL user community.

Do you agree with the five strategic priority areas? How could these five strategic priority areas be improved? Please include the reasons for your answer. 
Yes, DPA broadly supports the five priority areas outlined under the two approaches.  We particularly support the focus on enabling all D/deaf children/tamariki and their families/whānau the ability to acquire and use NZSL and enhancing the status of Turi/Deafhood and celebrating NZSL across society and cultures and agree with the need to embed NZSL into all aspects of New Zealand. 
Of particular concern for DPA are the significant barriers for both Turi Māori and the wider Deaf community to accessing te ao Māori. We are pleased to see the NZSL board acknowledge Turi Māori as tāngata whenua of Aotearoa New Zealand and that the Crown has obligations under the Treaty of Waitangi / Te Tiriti o Waitangi to actively protect the interests of Māori, which includes the interests of Turi Māori.

1. Do you agree with the high-level actions set out under each of the strategic priority areas? Why / Why not?
DPA broadly agrees with the high-level actions set out under each of the strategic priority areas, but the actions for the priority areas to improve access for Turi Māori including NZSL access to te ao Māori need to be strengthened significantly. 
We also note that, over the last two years, there have been actions taken by the current government that devalue and undermine the status of Te Reo Māori within government and wider society.  Te Reo Māori is an integral part of te ao Māori and tikanga Māori, so to undermine the language is to also undermine Māori culture including for Tui Māori.
This has included, for example, the Crown stipulating that all government agencies use their English names first and Māori second and for staff not to use Māori greetings when interacting with people.
DPA fears that there is a real risk that the negative attitudes generated through the marginalisation of te reo Māori will carry over into the way that NZSL – our other official language – is treated across society and in particular risks recent initiatives to improve access for Turi Māori/ Māori Deaf to access their own culture and Te Reo  in NZSL. 
DPA acknowledges the mana of Turi Māori as tangata whenua under Te Tiriti and their connection to atua Rūaumoko.  Turi Māori have over the years discussed the shortage of trilingual interpreters[footnoteRef:2] and the limited funding to be involved to access their culture – including karakia and waiata- of which there is an extreme scarcity of NZSL resources available.   [2:  https://thespinoff.co.nz/atea/13-11-2024/as-te-reo-maori-grows-so-does-the-search-for-trilingual-interpreters] 

It is an area that urgently needs to be addressed and with the rise in te reo speakers and the advocacy of Turi Māori to be included in te ao Māori, there is an opportunity to increase the number of trilingual interpreters in Aotearoa New Zealand. 
	Recommendation 1: That the Strategy prioritise the resourcing and development of te reo Turi, pathways for trilingual interpreters and inclusion of Turi Māori culture and language in all aspects of the strategy including greatly expanded development of te reo Turi /NZSL resources for waiata and karakia.



What other actions do you think could be included? Please include the reasons for your suggestions. 
There is need for adequate resourcing/funding from central government is included within the actions. Adequate central government funding is vital if efforts to better integrate NZSL within wider society and increase uptake amongst the Deaf community is to succeed.
If better resourcing transpires, then NZSL use will take off more within both the Deaf and wider communities.
DPA recommends that NZSL is taught as a subject at all levels of the education system from early childhood onwards. This would enable all children/ākonga, including Deaf children/ākonga, the ability to become familiar with NZSL, further increasing its usage.  
Just as Māori recognise that colonisation has impacted on te reo Māori with the flow on effects of it not being spoken in home settings generations on, Deaf people have also faced significant barriers with audism due to cases of Deaf children’s hands being bound so they could not sign in the past.  
The growth of kohanga reo and kura kaupapa has seen the move from the period known as the blackouts[footnoteRef:3] where Māori taught each other in secret to the current generation of tamariki Māori speaking reo at home and in public places.  We support Deaf children being raised from birth in homes that use NZSL and tamariki Turi Māori in homes that use both NZSL and te reo Māori. [3:  https://nzhistory.govt.nz/culture/maori-language-week/history-of-the-maori-language#:~:text=The%20M%C4%81ori%20language%20was%20suppressed,punished%20for%20speaking%20their%20language.] 

DPA recommends that government working in collaboration with business and community organisations support NZSL community education initiatives, led and delivered by Deaf people.  We also support Deaf led conversations in these community education initiatives on including appropriately trained NZSL users as a safeguard to ensure quality NZSL tuition grounded in Deaf culture, however ensuring that the Deaf tutors as first language users are given highest priority.
DPA recommends that Deaf education be prioritised with a focus on investing more funding into the training of Deaf teachers of Deaf children or Turi Māori teaching tamariki Turi Māori.  
Like Tuakana-Teina models in te ao Māori, there is an opportunity for experienced Deaf teachers to mentor and educate the next generation of young Deaf teachers.  However, there needs to be funded programmes and pay initiatives for senior experienced Deaf sign teachers as they are particularly underpaid and undervalued.
To address this issue, DPA recommends that the experience and skills of Deaf teachers is recognised accordingly by the Ministry of Education in terms of pay scales.
Deaf people need increased autonomy on when and how they can access NZSL interpreters.  Individualised funding is currently undergoing changes, but if it was an option for accessing NZSL interpreters for community events, it would give Deaf the freedom to choose the events they wanted to attend. The EGL approach gave Deaf choice and control instead of others making decisions on the allocation of limited interpreter funding without fully understanding each individual Deaf person's needs.
As NZSL is a language at risk, and there are efforts to grow the use of NZSL, an area to emphasise is strengthening access to people where NZSL could assist with communication in their everyday lives.  For example, hard of hearing people, non-verbal or neurodiverse people with communication issues could benefit from NZSL creating further growth by leaning into the support available from allies in the disability community.
	Recommendation 2: That NZSL is taught as a subject at all levels of the education system from early childhood onwards.

	Recommendation 3: That government working in collaboration with business and community organisations support NZSL community education initiatives led and delivered by Deaf people.

	Recommendation 4: That government fund development of mentor programmes for senior Deaf teachers of junior Deaf teachers.

	Recommendation 5:  That Ministry of Social Development include the option of NZSL interpreter funding for individual Deaf people’s flexible funding.



3.	What do government agencies need to consider when considering the draft NZSL Strategy to ensure what is delivered meets the needs of communities? Please include the reasons for your suggestions. 
Government needs to ensure that all their main communications in terms of public policies and statements are made available in NZSL, prioritising communications which feature messaging around health, education, welfare, social services, justice, economic development, electoral, transport, housing, disaster preparedness/emergencies and overseas travel.
Resources, such as online videos providing awareness on how to book NZSL interpreters would be advantageous, especially within government settings.  An example of where this would be most useful is in hospital settings where staff may need to urgently book NZSL interpreters for Deaf people.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/health/79898328/concern-over-access-to-sign-language-interpreters-after-64hour-wait] 

	Recommendation 6: That government agencies ensure that all key public communications are fully available in NZSL.

	Recommendation 7: That the Ministry of Education collaborate with the New Zealand Sign Language Board on tertiary education initiatives for medical professionals, teachers and other professions around the inclusion of Deaf culture and NZSL in healthcare settings.



4.	Some actions will need to be led by communities – for instance, ensuring that Deaf people are included in community events. What do communities, in particular Deaf and Turi Māori communities, need to consider when implementing actions? Please include the reasons for your suggestions. 
DPA supports Deaf people leading their events, celebrating their culture and language and sharing their stories.  
A key barrier for Deaf people to attending community events is accessing and paying for NZSL and/or trilingual interpreters. As disabled people, we often encounter businesses and organisations that expect people to personally fund the specialist equipment or services we need to access community events.
At the local government level, as disabled ratepayers, many can’t access Council events due to inaccessibility but still pay for them via rates. Similarly, when Deaf people attend community events that they have already paid for through their rates, they should not then be individually required to pay a second time for NZSL interpreters. It would be good to see the strategy address this gap. 

5.	What are the key barriers that you have experienced in accessing NZSL? 
Education is power, but to access an education, Deaf people need funding for NZSL interpreters.  MSD training support funds are just one way of doing this but are not sufficient to meet the need.   
In the tertiary education sector, the current funding system limits Deaf students to only enrolling with providers who are funded for disability support, meaning that if they want to go to another tertiary provider (including private providers) to access courses that they wish to undertake, they must find alternative funding to do so.
Establishing courses for Deaf people to become NZSL interpreters to translate English by a hearing NZSL user into a form of NZSL more readily understood by culturally Deaf people who may have home signs, use signs from other countries or have a different signing style from a hearing NZSL user.  
Deaf NZSL interpreters can benefit hearing people enabling clear communication between them and culturally Deaf people.  Having Deaf NZSL interpreters would also promote employment and business opportunities within the Deaf community.
For non-NZSL users, the major barrier to taking up NZSL is that sign language classes are often very expensive. There are also issues with the online-only nature of some NZSL courses as variable picture clarity can make the correct reading of signs difficult. By contrast, in-person courses can be better as people are more likely to be able to see sign teachers clearly and participate in class-based exercises.
	Recommendation 8: That central government adequately fund community-based NZSL courses in order that they can be made either low cost or free of charge through the New Zealand Sign Language Board.



6.	What do you see as the most important areas that need the most urgent improvements?
We see preventing language deprivation as fundamental. This means that access to NZSL from birth essential so that Deaf children can access language from birth early childhood and throughout their lifetime.  
Unconscious bias towards D/deaf and disabled people is an area that needs particular attention.  Often shared are stories of mothers with disabled children being told the “sad news” by medical professionals.  
 All professionals, especially medical staff, need education around their biases regarding D/deaf and disabled children.  Any new parents should be receiving the best advice and information available.  DPA recommends that the Ministry of Education needs to collaborate with the New Zealand Sign Language Board around this issue.
Data aggregation for Deaf and Turi Māori through statistics, community stories, research reports, interviews, in creative spaces and online spaces like sign DNA[footnoteRef:5] are all urgent community needs.  Māori sharing stories on marae, in reports, in interviews, in speeches, online and with each other has been part of the revitalisation of te reo Māori as it’s been used to advocate for the support needed.   [5:  https://signdna.org/] 

Deaf and Turi Māori have their own unique stories and perspectives – stories are a way of remembering the past, celebrating successes together and motivating the next generation to step up to the challenges ahead – this is part of the journey of a living language.
Deaf Mental Health is another area that needs to be addressed as Deaf to Deaf support services can be more effective.  During the Abuse in Care Royal Commission of Inquiry, a group of Deaf staff were tasked with working with Deaf abuse survivors.[footnoteRef:6] [footnoteRef:7]  During this period collecting Deaf survivors’ experiences, there were requests for an increase in Deaf counsellors or Counsellors that were NZSL users.   [6:  https://survivorexperiences.govt.nz/news/big-strides-made-for-deaf-survivors-of-abuse]  [7:  https://www.deaf.org.nz/translation/how-the-government-is-helping-and-listening-to-the-abuse-in-care-royal-commission-of-inquiry/] 

Having NZSL interpreters available for counselling sessions is useful, but professional interpreters are only trained to be impartial observers.  This highlights again the need for tertiary education funding to be discussed as the need for Deaf mental health workers can only occur in an education system that fully funds NZSL interpreters in tertiary settings.
	Recommendation 9: That New Zealand Sign Language Board include in their action plan the collation of statistics, community stories, research reports, interviews, in creative spaces and online spaces on Deaf culture and language.



7.	Finally, how will we know if the strategy has been successful?
One way of measuring success would be the increased number of NZSL users there are within both the Deaf community and the wider population overall. Another is the number of trilingual interpreters working in the sector. 
Ultimately the strategy will have been successful when Deaf children and tamariki Turi Māori are raised in their own cultures and languages being proudly Deaf and proudly Turi Māori this will support a more inclusive connected community
We finish with a real-life example of how what success looks like.  It is a story of a young Deaf girl who had been raised in NZSL attending a school of young hearing children and hearing teachers who learnt NZSL to communicate with her.  
	Recommendation 10: That the increased numbers of NZSL users – across the Deaf/Turi Māori and wider communities – is used to measure the success of the strategy.
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