Submission on the Disability Support Services Bill
“All Issues” Submission
May/June 2026
To the Social Services and Community Select Committee,
Tēnā koutou katoa,
My name is __________________________.
I am:
· disabled / tāngata whaikaha / whānau hauā / family carer / provider / support worker / advocate / community member 
I am writing to oppose the Disability Support Services Bill and ask the Select Committee to reject the Bill in its current form.
I do not believe this Bill, or the process used to develop it, respects disabled people, family carers, whānau, or New Zealand’s obligations under the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD).
This Bill is too important to be rushed through Parliament without proper involvement from the people whose lives will be directly affected by it.
Overview of Disability Support Services in New Zealand
Disability Support Services (DSS) are one part of New Zealand’s wider health and social support system. Their purpose is to support disabled people to live their lives with dignity, independence, inclusion, participation, choice, and control within their communities.
Historically, New Zealand’s disability support system has been guided by:
· the New Zealand Disability Strategy 
· Enabling Good Lives (EGL) principles 
· person-directed approaches 
· community inclusion 
· rights-based support 
· support for families and whānau 
The disability support system exists because disabled people can face barriers that limit full participation in society. Supports are intended to help disabled people live ordinary lives and participate as equal members of their communities.
The disability support service system in New Zealand is not a universal support programme available to all disabled people in the same way. It is an eligibility-based support programme administered by three agencies: DSS in the Ministry of Social Development, Te Whatu Ora and ACC, where different groups of disabled people may qualify for support through different eligibility pathways and criteria:
· Disability Support Services (DSS) funded by Disability Support Services (DSS) in the Ministry of Social Development for people with long-term physical, intellectual, sensory, neurological, or developmental disabilities 
· Long-Term Support – Chronic Health Conditions (LTS-CHC) pathways for people whose long-term support needs arise from chronic health conditions and who meet the relevant eligibility criteria 
· ACC-funded disability supports for people whose disability or impairment arises through covered injury 
· Older Persons support pathways, generally for people whose support needs primarily arise through ageing and age-related conditions 
Each of these pathways operates differently and has its own eligibility criteria, funding rules, assessment frameworks, operational policies, and access processes.
Within DSS-funded disability support services, eligibility is generally determined through Needs Assessment and Service Coordination (NASC) processes. These are intended to be relational and person-centred assessment processes where a person’s disability-related support needs are considered in the context of their overall life circumstances, goals, functioning, risks, supports, and wellbeing.
Importantly, DSS is not intended to operate as a simple transactional welfare entitlement system. Disability support needs are often highly individual and contextual. Two people with similar diagnoses may require very different supports depending on:
· their living situation 
· family and whānau circumstances 
· communication needs 
· behavioural support needs 
· health conditions 
· environmental barriers 
· risks and safeguarding concerns 
· community supports and participation goals 
There are already longstanding concerns within the disability community about:
· inconsistent interpretation of eligibility criteria 
· lack of transparency in decision-making 
· variable NASC practices across different regions 
· difficulties challenging decisions 
· uncertainty around reassessment and ongoing eligibility 
· the interaction between operational policy and individual circumstances 
This is why the structure, safeguards, and operational philosophy underpinning the Disability Support Services Bill are so important.
Changes to legislation, operational policy, Ministerial programmes, eligibility settings, or the interpretation of concepts such as “natural supports” can directly affect whether disabled people are able to access the supports they need to live safely, independently, and with dignity.
For many disabled people and whānau, disability support services are not optional extras. They are essential supports that enable people to participate in everyday life, maintain wellbeing, reduce family crisis, and remain connected to their communities.
Concerns About the Process Used to Develop the Bill
One of the strongest concerns about this Bill is the process used to design and develop it.
The Bill appears to have been largely developed by officials without meaningful involvement from disabled people, whānau, carers, providers, or the wider disability community.
While DSS undertook broader engagement work where legislation may have been discussed, it appears the actual design and development of the Bill was then undertaken internally without genuine co-design alongside disabled people, family carers or providers.
This is not aligned with the principles of good public policy development, where the people most impacted by legislation are usually actively involved in its design and development before it is introduced to Parliament and referred to Select Committee.
It also does not uphold the rights of disabled people to be involved in the development of public policy and legislation that directly affects their lives.
Disabled people are not simply stakeholders to be updated after decisions have already been made. Under the principles of developing good public policy, disabled people have the right to participate in decisions affecting them.
Instead, many disabled people, carers, and organisations feel they have been presented with a completed Bill and given very limited time to respond.
Inadequate Timeframes and Accessibility Barriers
The timeframe for submissions is completely inadequate for legislation of this significance.
Many disabled people and family carers face barriers accessing and understanding complex legal and policy information. Some people require:
· accessible formats 
· advocates or support people 
· interpreters 
· more time to process information 
· support understanding legal language 
Many carers are already exhausted and under pressure balancing caregiving, work, appointments, and everyday responsibilities.
Just under three weeks is not enough time for meaningful participation in legislation that will shape the future of disability support services in New Zealand.
This process has left many people feeling rushed, excluded, overwhelmed, and unable to participate properly.
That is not genuine consultation.
Disability Support Services as an Eligibility-Based System
An important issue that must be understood is that Disability Support Services in New Zealand have historically operated as an eligibility-based support system, not a universal entitlement system.
Under the current framework, access to DSS-funded supports generally depends on:
· meeting eligibility criteria 
· having disability-related needs identified through comprehensive needs assessment 
· requiring ongoing support because of the impact of disability on everyday life 
Needs are generally identified through a relational and person-centred needs assessment process undertaken through NASCs (Needs Assessment and Service Coordination organisations).
The NASC process is intended to involve conversations about:
· goals and aspirations 
· support needs 
· family and whānau circumstances 
· risks and safeguarding 
· participation in community life 
· available supports and services 
· changing circumstances over time 
In principle, the system is intended to assess the whole person and their situation, rather than simply applying rigid entitlement rules.
A functioning eligibility-based system therefore relies heavily on:
· trust and relationships 
· skilled assessment 
· transparency 
· consistency and fairness 
· safeguards and review processes 
· person-centred decision-making 
· adequate funding and workforce capacity 
However, this type of system also carries risks if safeguards and transparency are weak, because decisions can become inconsistent, subjective, or difficult to challenge.
This is one reason many disabled people and families already experience frustration and anxiety with aspects of the NASC system and support allocation processes.
Difference Between an Eligibility System and an Entitlement System
This distinction is important because MSD also administers entitlement-based systems, particularly within welfare and income support.
An entitlement system generally operates differently from an eligibility-based disability support system.
In entitlement systems:
· eligibility criteria are more rigidly prescribed 
· people receive defined supports if they meet statutory thresholds 
· decisions are often more transactional and rules-based 
· assessment processes are generally less relational 
· operational consistency and administrative control are prioritised 
· systems tend to focus more heavily on compliance and verification 
By contrast, disability support systems have historically attempted to operate more flexibly because disability support needs are highly individual and contextual.
This is why comprehensive needs assessment and person-centred approaches have traditionally been essential within disability support systems.
Concerns About the Direction of the Bill
A major concern is that the Bill may unintentionally shift the disability support system toward a more rigid entitlement-style administrative framework while still retaining broad operational discretion.
There is concern that:
· needs assessment processes could become narrower and more compliance-focused 
· support allocation may become more transactional 
· operational criteria may become increasingly restrictive 
· flexibility and person-centred decision-making could be reduced 
· administrative gatekeeping may increase 
· disabled people may experience reduced autonomy and choice 
At the same time, many safeguards that would normally balance these risks appear unclear or deferred to secondary legislation and operational policy.
This creates uncertainty about how the system will function in practice.
Concerns About Secondary Legislation and Ministerial Programmes
A major concern with the Bill is that many critical operational and rights-based aspects of the disability support system appear to be left to:
· secondary legislation 
· regulations 
· Ministerial programmes 
· operational policy 
· administrative criteria 
· future decision-making processes 
This creates significant uncertainty and risk.
Parliament is effectively being asked to approve a broad legislative framework without enough detail about how many important parts of the system will work in practice.
This is concerning because these operational settings directly affect:
· eligibility 
· assessments 
· reassessments 
· allocation of support 
· review and appeal rights 
· future service access 
· safeguards and accountability 
Ministerial programmes and operational policy settings can generally be changed more easily over time without the same level of Parliamentary scrutiny or public consultation that applies to primary legislation.
Similar operational and discretionary frameworks already exist across parts of New Zealand’s social support system, including welfare hardship assistance.  
In many of these systems, people already experience concerns relating to:
· inconsistent decision-making 
· lack of transparency 
· changing operational criteria 
· uncertainty about entitlements 
· regional variation 
· limited appeal rights 
There is significant concern that the Bill could further expand this type of discretionary approach within the disability support system without sufficient safeguards.
Concerns About Family Carers and “Natural Supports”
One of the major concerns raised about the primary aspects of the Bill relates to family carers and the concept of “natural supports”.
While many important operational details are being left to secondary legislation and future policy settings, the Bill appears to specifically include provisions relating to family caregiving expectations within the primary legislation itself.
Many disabled people, whānau, and carers are concerned this could increase expectations on unpaid family caregiving or be used to justify reducing funded supports where family or community support is considered available.
The term “natural supports” is not clearly defined.
Many family carers are already exhausted, financially stretched, ageing, and under significant pressure. Some provide around-the-clock care with very limited recognition or support.
Not every disabled person has family who are able, willing, safe, or available to provide support.
Support from family and community should be valued, but it should not be assumed, required, or used as a substitute for properly funded disability support services.
Disabled people have the right to independence, dignity, and full participation in community life.
Concerns About NASC Decision-Making
There is also significant concern about how concepts such as “natural supports” may be interpreted and applied in practice.
It is assumed that NASCs will play a major role in determining how these criteria are assessed and applied.
There are already longstanding concerns within the disability community regarding:
· inconsistency 
· transparency 
· regional variation 
· communication 
· review pathways 
· decision-making processes 
Expanding the role of subjective concepts such as “natural supports” without very clear safeguards and definitions risks increasing inconsistency, inequity, uncertainty, and pressure on disabled people and families.
Loss of Trust and Confidence
This process has significantly undermined trust and confidence in DSS and the wider reform process.
Disabled people and families need confidence that:
· they are being listened to 
· their expertise and lived experience are valued 
· reforms are being developed fairly and collaboratively 
· decisions are transparent 
· their rights will be protected 
Many people do not feel that this has occurred.
As a result of the flawed process used to develop this Bill, there are a number of areas that do not appear to be right or sufficiently developed.
These include:
· the amount of detail left to secondary legislation 
· lack of safeguards and rights protections 
· uncertainty around eligibility and access 
· lack of transparency around future operational settings 
· the role of “natural supports” 
· potential impacts on family carers 
· uncertainty around review and appeal processes 
· lack of reassurance about how the system will operate in practice 
These issues reinforce concerns that the Bill was developed without enough lived experience, sector expertise, and meaningful involvement from the disability community.
Recommendations
I ask the Select Committee to:
· Reject the Bill in its current form 
· Recommend that DSS restart the process properly 
· Require genuine co-design with disabled people, whānau, carers, providers, and representative organisations 
· Ensure future legislation is fully aligned with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
· Ensure disabled people are actively involved in future policy and legislative development 
· Provide realistic consultation timeframes and accessible participation processes 
· Ensure key safeguards and operational settings are clearly included within primary legislation 
· Clarify and limit the use of “natural supports” 
· Protect the relational and person-centred nature of disability support services 
· Strengthen transparency, review, and accountability processes within the system 
Conclusion
Disabled people and family carers deserve legislation that is developed with us, not for us.
This Bill has created widespread concern because of both its content and the process used to develop it.
The current process has not reflected genuine co-design, meaningful participation, transparency, or good public policy development.
I ask the Select Committee to reject the Bill and require DSS to undertake a proper rights-based co-design process with the disability community before progressing any future legislation.
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