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CARMEL SEPULONI:
Can you hear me? Good. OK. (Speaks Tongan)
 
It's Tongan Language Week so I wanted to greet you in one of my heritage languages. Thank you, George, for the introduction and I acknowledge Elise Copeland for the work that you've done as the principal specialist in universal access and design for organising this conference and providing a space for engaging in innovative discussions on universal design.
 
I hope that, so far, and I'm sure that you've all had an enjoyable and informative first day at this conference and from what I've heard, this has been an exciting forum for learning about the importance and fundamentals of universal design so far.
 
I had a very informative meeting, actually, with one of today's speakers back in June while I was in New York, so can I acknowledge Victor Calise, Commissioner of the New York City Mayor's office. Can I thank Victor for coming all the way to New Zealand to be part of this. I had the privilege of meeting with Victor in New York when I was attending the conference on the UN Convention for the Rights of Persons with Disability, and was so impressed with some of the measures around accessibility that you have in New York. I think you should be really proud. There is a lot that we can learn from so it's great that you're here.
 
I also acknowledge the other universal and access and design champion that we have here in the Auckland Council, Ludo Campbell-Reid in the Auckland Design Office, who provided the plenary address this morning. The breadth and depth of knowledge and experience at this conference makes for such a unique opportunity to further your, our own learnings and foster collaboration and development. I see too at the back of the room there we've got our director for the Office of Disability, Brian, can I acknowledge you. I'm really pleased to be here as the Minister for Disability Issues and to be given this opportunity to speak to you all.
 
This government is committed to celebrating and furthering the lives of disabled people in New Zealand. We want to make sure that we make our communities as inclusive and prosperous as possible and I understand that this has been the topic of some of the speeches earlier today.
 
Universal design is a big part of this and also a big part of our commitment to furthering wellbeing across New Zealand. Universal design puts people at the centre of design projects, and George, your quote just before I made my start, I'll write that down, but what was it, we can't expect people to think intelligently unless we...
 
SPEAKER:
Make stupidity illegal.
 
SPEAKER:
Make stupidity illegal. That's a good one. (Laughs)
 
So I will be quoting you in the future. (Laughter)
 
A great strength of universal design is that it makes sense for everyone, no matter what our stage of life or ability. Accessibility, usability, inclusivity are foundations of universal design. These are principles that are essential for all people that should be included in the design environments, the buildings, products and services. And that's what universal design is, good design for everyone.
 
And we also know that almost everyone will be affected by accessibility issues at some point in their life. We can all benefit from better designed houses, airports, trains, public spaces, whether, like we heard earlier, you're a mother with a buggy, a person with lots of luggage that you're lugging about behind you, Deaf or hard of hearing, visually impaired or temporarily on crutches. Accessibility is a fundamental issue that underpins many of the barriers faced by disabled people, such as employment, education, housing and transport. In fact, recently, I did a radio interview with our Disability Commissioner, Paula Tesoriero  and it was all about employment, but Paula made the point very clearly that if you don't have access to appropriate transport or if there are other issues of accessiblity, then that has an impact on your ability to gain employment or remain employed.
 
Accessibility is a fundamental issue that, as I said, underpins many of the barriers that we face. That's why it is a priority outcome in the New Zealand Disability Strategy and an enabler for improving many of the other outcomes required for ensuring everyone can participate in communities.
 
I know that so many people live every day in a world that puts restrictions on what and where they can access. Yesterday, I had a brief glimpse into this when I and my colleague, the Minister for ACC, were in wheelchairs promoting World Spinal Cord Injury Day and raising awareness of pressure injuries in New Zealand. We've done a lot across the course of that six or seven hours in a chair, and I have to say, initially I was quite reluctant to do it because I didn't want to undermine the experience of wheelchair users. But in the end, I decided actually it's really important to raise awareness around how difficult this is. It did. We managed to get a lot of publicity, but not only that, we got to inexperience how inaccessible Parliament is.
 
And so, you know, not only did it help us raise awareness, but then we’ve got to gain a better insight into this important space that should be a space that is inclusive that is accessible for all New Zealanders.
 
We made the point yesterday or I made the point that, inevitably, there will be a person in Parliament that is in a wheelchair. That will be a great day. But we need to be prepared for that day, and so I'm looking forward, I told the Speaker of the House today, we’ll be giving him a report that summarises the experience that myself and the other minister had, just so that he can take those things into consideration moving forward as well.
 
I will say, some progress was made, and much of the progress, I think, was actually made after Trevor Mallard, the Speaker, himself got hit by a car on a bike, and ended up in a wheelchair for a period of time in Parliament. Because of that, there are some doors that automatically open as opposed to the many other doors that are very difficult to open when you're in a wheelchair.
 
Issues around accessibility are visible on a global scale. Our built environment reflects the world of the past, and is a barrier to full accessibility and participation. For so many. When new spaces, buildings, products, transports, websites, government policy, services are designed, we have the opportunity to design these for all. That's why I'm working really closely with my advocates to advocate positive changes for disabled people and ensure we do create inclusive and accessible spaces.
 
It's important to note that when we say we want accessibility for all, that we are not talking about someone being able to simply access a building, a service or information. But that they can do so with ease and with their dignity upheld. I want to live- and I know all of you in this room want to live, in a country where my colleagues and friends, no matter what their ability or disability, are able to enter a building by the same route that I do, and this is what disabled people have expressed over and over again during the development of the disability strategy.
 
Earlier this year, I was presented with a petition to put accessibility into a legislative form, and this really did inspire me to focus on what we as a country need in our legislation to mandate accessibility. And in some countries accessibility is already enforced in law. In Canada, the minister for science and minister of sport and persons with disabilities the honourable Kirsty Duncan recently introduced the Accessible Canada Act into the House, and I really was so impressed by the honourable Kirsty Duncan because I met her in New York at the same time I met Victor, she was attending the conference. I had about three different meetings that she was involved in, and at that time, she was talking about this legislation, accessibility legislation that she was wanting to put forward and hoping to put forward in a timely manner, and actually, I think she must've been so inspired by that conference that I found maybe within two weeks that actually that legislation was tabled. So to me that's really inspirational to see how quickly she could move. The Bill sets out for them how they can achieve full and equal participation in society of disabled people, by requiring certain federally regulated entities to identify, remove and prevent accessibility barriers in six core areas, so employment, the built environment, information and communication technologies, the procurement of goods and services, and the delivery of programs and services and also transportation.
 
So following the presentation of the petition, my officials and I met and I commissioned some work. So currently, they are working through what role legislation could play in New Zealand, in terms of providing a strong mandate for improvements to accessibility. Any law changes that we do consider, though, I think it's important to note, will be done so alongside the disabled community, so we ensure we do create a law that truly makes positive changes and removes barriers to all New Zealanders.
 
Accessibility has also been raised as a key issue by the Independent Monitoring Mechanism or the IMM for short. So the IMM was set up to report back to the UN on government progress towards implementing the UN disability convention, and two of the six key issues identified by the groups involved in the mechanism were a need to make improvements and accessible information and housing and I know that my colleague the minister will be talking to you all tomorrow about his responsibilities as the Minister for Housing and Urban Development as well as the Minister for Transport, and I wanted to let you know that Phil and I have been working quite closely together to make sure the needs and wants of disabled people are a key part of policy making, and I know that Phil is working hard to make sure that infrastructure and inclusion - that infrastructure is inclusive and accessible.
 
So I really encourage you all in this room to gently push him along, as I am doing. (Laughter) Because I know he is committed to doing this, and it can't be an afterthought. And Phil and I have had that discussion. It needs to be a really thorough consideration early on in the work that he is undertaking so I know he's committed to doing that and so all of us in this room, I'm sure will get behind him to ensure that happen.
 
The other issue identified by the IMM around accessible information is something we are continuing to work on. The government has a leading role to play in making information more accessible, and we want to make the most of this. Our Prime Minister has already shown how we can take these steps to becoming more inclusive by having sign language interpreters at post-Cabinet media events and there are also sign language interpreters now in real-time during Question Time so making those things more accessible, I think, is an indication of the Prime Minister's commitment also to inclusion and accessibility.
 
Of course, with that, I think there are some issues around resourcing and capacity which have probably been raised, but those are things that we're going to have to continue to work on.
 
Within the public sector, the accessibility charter has been developed to ensure that communication, information and services provided by agencies are accessible to everyone. A requirement of government under the UN Disability Convention. So far, 31 government agencies have signed the accessibility charter, and committed to making their agencies and services more accessible. And I'm very proud, actually, of the work that the other - my other main portfolios, social development, what MSD has done here, and they've been leading the way in so many ways, and can I just say, even with the welfare overhaul that we as a government have committed to, and some of the changes in terms of the layout around our offices around the country, in terms of our culture change and all of those things have been thoroughly important - thoroughly informed by disabled people and the insights that we've been getting. (Audio drops out)
 
Those are just two examples of the very practical advice that can only come from disabled people with regards to how we make our public spaces more accessible.
 
I can't finish without acknowledging some of the great work already going on out there across the regions as well. I recently visited Tamaki where they have a strategy and an action plan with a goal to increase accessibility. In this particular region, the disability sector, I work with council, tourism partners, public transport agencies and the department of conservation to embed accessibility within their communities. Can I acknowledge Brian and the work I know he has been doing to promote accessibility within the region.
 
Now, beyond the west coast in Palmerston North and requesting his help to improve accessibility in the region. I saw Brian over there at the back. Hi Brian.
 
I also want to commend the Tonara City Council. The people and organisations I met spoke really highly of their council's proactive support. It's really good to hear that positive feedback. So there are good strides being taken to improve accessibility and ensure we have an environment that supports the needs of all New Zealanders. However, we all know in this roll that there's so much more to do.
 
This government is, though, working to try and build a truly inclusive society and supporting disabled people to live their lives to their fullest potential.
 
Universal design has a big role to play in this and I want to thank all of you here for having me here to contribute, to close the first day of this conference, and can I thank you for the work that you're doing to contribute to an accessible and inclusive New Zealand. I look forward to seeing what the rest of the conference will bring and the innovative ideas and projects that I have no doubt will come out of all of this. (Speaks Samoan)
 
(Applause)
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