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Introducing Disabled Persons Assembly NZ
We work on systemic change for the equity of disabled people 
Disabled Persons Assembly NZ (DPA) is a not-for-profit pan-impairment Disabled People’s Organisation run by and for disabled people.
We recognise:
· Māori as Tangata Whenua and Te Tiriti o Waitangi as the founding document of Aotearoa New Zealand;
· disabled people as experts on their own lives;
· the Social Model of Disability as the guiding principle for interpreting disability and impairment; 
· the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities as the basis for disabled people’s relationship with the State;
· the New Zealand Disability Strategy as Government agencies’ guide on disability issues; and 
· the Enabling Good Lives Principles, Whāia Te Ao Mārama: Māori Disability Action Plan, and Faiva Ora: National Pasifika Disability Disability Plan as avenues to disabled people gaining greater choice and control over their lives and supports. 
We drive systemic change through: 
Rangatiratanga / Leadership: reflecting the collective voice of disabled people, locally, nationally and internationally. 
Pārongo me te tohutohu / Information and advice: informing and advising on policies impacting on the lives of disabled people.
Kōkiri / Advocacy: supporting disabled people to have a voice, including a collective voice, in society.
Aroturuki / Monitoring: monitoring and giving feedback on existing laws, policies and practices about and relevant to disabled people.


United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
DPA was influential in creating the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD),[footnoteRef:2] a foundational document for disabled people which New Zealand has signed and ratified, confirming that disabled people must have the same human rights as everyone else. All state bodies in New Zealand, including local and regional government, have a responsibility to uphold the principles and articles of this convention.  [2:  https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-persons-disabilities
] 

The following UNCRPD articles are particularly relevant to this submission:
· Article 28 – Adequate standard of living and social protection
New Zealand Disability Strategy 2016-2026
Since ratifying the UNCRPD, the New Zealand Government has established a Disability Strategy[footnoteRef:3] to guide the work of government agencies on disability issues. The vision is that New Zealand be a non-disabling society, where disabled people have equal opportunity to achieve their goals and aspirations, and that all of New Zealand works together to make this happen. It identifies eight outcome areas contributing to achieving this vision. [3:  https://www.odi.govt.nz/nz-disability-strategy/
] 

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




The Submission
DPA welcomes the opportunity to give feedback to the Department of Inland Revenue on the Briefing Paper on Empowering Families: Increasing certainty and preventing debt in the Working for Families (WFF) scheme.

A.) DPA’s key submission themes
We answer the questions posed in this discussion paper with the following themes in mind:

i.) WFF system needs fundamental change

DPA recognises that the WFF system in its entirety is not the subject of this discussion paper as it specifically focuses on improvements to payment and administrative systems. 

However, this discussion paper gives us the opportunity to make some brief reflections about the need for change to occur within the WFF system.

DPA has long advocated for government to lift incomes for all people, including disabled people and beneficiaries, to liveable levels so that all New Zealanders are able to fully participate in society.

For this reason, DPA is disappointed by the fact that WFF was designed to tackle only in work poverty as beneficiaries are currently excluded from receiving the full suite of WFF payments.

This focus means that WFF recipients face considerable issues when transitioning from benefits into work, creating the myriad administrative and payment problems outlined in the discussion paper. 

In 2025, main beneficiaries are only eligible to receive Best Start and Family Tax Credit but not the in-work or minimum family tax credits.

Many of these problems would be resolved if people receiving a main benefit who are transitioning into employment are given the right to also receive in-work tax credit and minimum family tax credit, even as partial payments to begin with.

ii.) Simplifying WFF processes and reporting procedures will help

Nevertheless, absent any government proposals to change WFF along these lines, we support the proposals to simplify the payment and administrative systems underpinning the scheme.

We also support reforms to the reporting system and recommend some changes as well around how compliance can be made easier for all WFF claimants, including disabled people.

However, making the administrative changes proposed in the discussion paper will not resolve all the issues that affect the WFF system, which are due to its being designed as a system to solely deliver financial support for working families.

iii.) Need for accessible reporting/accountability systems for disabled WFF customers

DPA supports the need to develop accessible reporting and accountability systems which can be used by disabled WFF recipients, ranging from digital processes through to in person support.

iv.) Need for further consultation to include disabled people

DPA notes that there will be more consultation by IRD on changes to the WFF system following this first round of consultation.

DPA asks that disabled people’s organisations (including DPA) and disabled people and families whānau are recognised as key stakeholders for this second round of consultation.

v.) Any changes to WFF must uphold New Zealand’s obligations under the UN Convention on Rights of Persons with Disabilities Article 28 – Adequate standard of living and social protection

DPA recommends that any changes made to WFF due to this consultation upholds New Zealand’s obligations towards disabled people and their families whānau under this article of the Convention to enjoy an adequate standard of living and social protection.

B.) Backgrounder: Disability and employment

Disabled people experience multiple disadvantage in the labour market due to the high levels of discrimination faced by disabled people when seeking and maintaining employment. 
 
According to Statistics New Zealand’s disability labour market statistics, 44.7% of disabled people aged 15-64 years were in paid employment compared to 84.1% of non-disabled people in June 2024,[footnoteRef:4] representing a 39.4% participation gap.  [4:  https://www.whaikaha.govt.nz/news/news/labour-market-statistics-for-disabled-people-june-2024-quarter ] 

 
In terms of unemployment rates, 11.0% of disabled people aged 15-64 years reported that they were unemployed compared to 4.5% of non-disabled people in June 2024. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ibid.] 

 
When it came to income levels, disabled people earned an average median weekly income from employment of $1,155 per week compared to $1,343 for non-disabled people in 2024. [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Ibid.] 


The Household Disability Survey 2023 found that 53% of disabled people resided in households where there was not enough or only just enough income to meet basic needs like food, clothing and housing.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  https://www.whaikaha.govt.nz/news/news/labour-market-statistics-for-disabled-people-june-2024-quarter ] 


C.) Background: Child poverty and disability

Statistics New Zealand’s latest child poverty statistics released in February 2025 showed that disabled children were more likely to live in households where material hardship prevailed.

For the year ended June 2024, statistics showed that 14.2% of disabled children (n=17,200) were living in households with low income, increasing to 18.6% of disabled children (n=22,700) after housing costs were deducted and then 21.0% of disabled children (n=26,000) were living in households with material hardship based on the DEP-17 index.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  https://www.whaikaha.govt.nz/news/news/disabled-children-still-more-likely-to-live-in-material-hardship
] 


This marked no significant change in poverty rates for disabled children from previous surveys and these figures must be borne in mind throughout this discussion as WFF was designed to alleviate child poverty.

D.) DPA’s responses to consultation questions

Chapter 3 Working for Families system
Q1.     What are the effects of Working for Families debt on families?
For disabled families whānau, these can be quite significant due to the additional costs of disability.
These factors are particularly compounded for disabled parents/caregivers/guardians who receive WFF who are also on irregular or fluctuating incomes due to being in episodic work while managing health conditions and/or impairments. 

In households containing disabled people, there are higher disability related costs including the need, for example, to have additional electricity to either stay warm or cool, extra clothing, transport, medication/healthcare and special diets.

If any government generated debts are added into this mix for households with disabled parents/caregivers and/or disabled children, these can have a devastating impact on a family’s ability to even meet basic day-to-day costs.

Given the child poverty statistics outlined above, households with disabled children are more likely to bear the brunt of any officially generated debts like WFF overpayments.

Disabled WFF customers also encounter administrative barriers when frequently updating income information. These include accessibility issues around communicating information and reporting any earned income to either IRD or MSD, due to living with communication impairments, learning disabilities or as neurodiverse people.

Q2.     What measures are families taking to avoid Working for Families debt (for example, over-estimating income, switching to end of year lump-sum payments, spending lots of time contacting Inland Revenue)?
We have chosen not to answer this question.
Q3.     What is most important for Working for Families to achieve for families? For example, certainty, maximum entitled payments, or something else?
There is a need for disabled people (either as disabled parents or non-disabled parents of disabled children) who need to rely on stable, predictable payments to manage complex budgeting needs.

For families with disabled children, the need to have additional income to support themselves, especially on top of Child Disability Allowance is vital for all the disability related reasons we outlined earlier.
This means the need for IRD to develop systems where steady WFF payments based on calculating quarterly or annual income based on the previous tax year by claimants already in work – as recommended in the paper - would be possible.
For WFF customers newly employed or returning to the workforce calculating payments based on a quarterly income projection (allowing room for fluctuations/buffering) would work best until they had the ability to declare an annual income after one full tax year in employment. 
Doing so would mean that new and returning workers claiming WFF would not have to constantly report changes of income during their first year in employment, unless they exceeded their forecast projections.
This move would be beneficial for many disabled workers accessing WFF and needing to report their income.
Q4.     Are there any other issues with the way Working for Families operates?
While outside the scope of this paper, as we stated earlier, we want to reiterate that it remains unfair that many beneficiary households are excluded from receiving WFF.

Many of the issues outlined in this paper would be reduced if beneficiaries transitioning into employment, including disabled beneficiaries, became eligible for even partial WFF payments.

Chapter 4 Shorter period of assessment 

Q5. 	Have you faced any issues with the existing approach of estimating your income for the current tax year? Does this approach work well for your family – if so, why?
Estimating income for the current tax year can be difficult for many families and individuals given the issues raised in the paper.
Making the reporting process much easier and more accessible is critical for disabled people in receipt of WFF.
Basing it on the past year’s income is far better and easier (see response to next question).
 Q6. 	Is there a different way Working for Families payments could be administered than the current annual approach that would make the system easier for families to understand and manage their payments?
DPA supports the idea of WFF recipients having the ability to calculate payments based on the previous tax year’s income with an allowance for income fluctuations/buffers (including any wage increases), which would enable all WFF payments to be smoothed out.  
Q7. 	Would a different period (for example, week, month, quarter) for calculating entitlements create problems? What are the pros and cons of using a shorter period?
DPA recommends that if government opted for weekly, monthly, or quarterly income reporting, it should investigate – after full public consultation - introducing real time reporting by linking WFF customers IRD PAYE returns from employers to IRD/MSD databases holding this data through information sharing arrangements.
Any such system should automatically enable changes to be electronically made to entitlements prior to the next payment without the need for customers to report income unless errors transpire or if their income has significantly changed.
DPA asks - irrespective of whatever option is chosen - that all reporting processes are made accessible for everyone, including disabled people and/or their support people nominated as agents and that these processes strictly observe privacy laws.
Q8. 	What are some benefits or potential issues of a test that looks at past actual income rather than an estimate for the year ahead? In what circumstances might this be easier or more difficult for a family’s financial situation? This could include circumstances like fluctuating income and changes in employment.
We agree with the benefits that basing assessments on the past year’s income would bring – please see our response to question six.
Q9.	Ideally, payments to families should change when their circumstances change, should be regular and predictable, and should not easily lead to debt or underpayments. What features are the most crucial for different families? What else could we look at and what could we improve?
See our responses to questions 5-8.
Q10.	Could we make changes to the current system that might work better for families than changing to a short period of assessment? This could include things like grace periods, estimate buffers, or other administrative changes.
These would all be beneficial moves which could be taken to ease the load on WFF clients.
Chapter 5 Making work pay: Supporting transition from benefit to work
Q11.	What are the problems experienced when moving from a benefit into work? What barriers prevent this movement into work, aside from the availability of suitable work? Please provide details. (Examples of barriers could include understanding entitlements to support when off the benefit, dealing with additional costs such as transport or childcare, consistency of support payments, the administrative burden or other difficulties in dealing with government agencies).
As noted earlier in this submission, disabled people experience multiple disadvantage in the labour market due to the high levels of discrimination experienced when seeking and maintaining employment. 

These high levels of discrimination are due to prejudice on the part of employers who have been exposed to misinformation and myths about disabled people and our ability to successfully undertake and retain work in the open labour market.

Discrimination is also compounded by the lack of access to any necessary supports including specialist equipment, accessible transport and workplaces. 

Disabled people who transition into employment also sometimes struggle to find work which is flexible and suits their needs.

DPA recommends that for disabled people wanting to access WFF that full, clear and accessible information is provided by either IRD or MSD about what further in-work support they might be entitled to around childcare or transport including, for example, through MSD Job Support Funds or childcare subsidies.
Q12.	How could things be improved to better support the transition between a benefit and work?
See our response to question 11.
Q13.	What problems could be solved through changes to government systems and settings (for example, how entitlements are paid out)?
Entitlements could continue to be paid out according to when customers prefer, in terms of monthly, weekly, fortnightly or at the end of the tax year options.
For disabled WFF customers and families whānau of disabled children receiving it, the retainment of regular payment options (weekly, fortnightly) is important in terms of the ability to meet regular disability and family whānau related costs.
Q14.	What would be the most important issues for the Government to focus on if changes were made to the system (for example, reducing the administrative burden of dealing with government agencies, or increasing the consistency of payments, or something else)?
DPA recommends that IRD improve access to both digital and in-person services to enable disabled and D/deaf WFF customers to easily report, track and record income.

In 2020, the Department of Internal Affairs reported that there were a disproportionate number of disabled people who were digitally excluded through their limited ability to engage with digital platforms, due to cost, website inaccessibility or lack of technical knowledge.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  https://www.digital.govt.nz/news/digital-inclusion-ux-insights-for-disabled-people-report
] 


This higher level of digital exclusion amongst disabled people means that both Inland Revenue and the Ministry of Social Development should look at other non-digital ways of engaging with disabled customers, including on WFF.

DPA recommends that multiple ways of reporting income for WFF is retained including via phone, in-person or community outreach through, for example IRD/MSD hosting clinics in local communities, and this includes in lower socioeconomic communities where a high proportion of disabled people live.

DPA recommends that if any disabled person needs to have a support person act as their agent in any interactions with IRD that this should be verified by the department as having been first agreed to by the disabled person themselves, unless there are exceptional circumstances.

Q15.	What would make the biggest difference in supporting families to move off a benefit and into work?
Please see our response to questions 11 and 12.
Q16.	What are the issues, if any, with the payments designed to promote work, such as the in-work tax credit, minimum family tax credit and Childcare Assistance? What is working well, and what is not working well? (For example, the application process, frequency of payment, ability to understand entitlements and so on.) What could be improved?
DPA recommends that the application process for WFF should be simplified through having a straightforward, fully accessible online or paper-based application process that can draw upon readily available information including, for example, an individual’s and/or couple’s past IRD PAYE or IR3 returns.

Q17.	What are the barriers to intermediaries supporting families to access and manage their Working for Families entitlements?
DPA recognises that some disabled people may rely on intermediaries, such as budget advisory services and/or disability support services, to navigate accessing government entitlements. 
DPA supports any initiatives which would make this process easier, including for disabled people and their families whānau who are accessing intermediaries. 
DPA recommends that IRD contract an independent auditor to undertake an accessibility assessment of all its services and processes, including the ability of disabled people to access WFF payments and systems.
DPA recommends that IRD action the recommendations of any accessibility assessment, including those pertaining to WFF.
DPA recommends that IRD and MSD upskill and support intermediaries to understand and navigate the WFF system, especially as it applies to specific population groups including Māori, Pacific, ethnic communities and disabled people.
We also refer again to our recommendation in question 14 about IRD agents acting on behalf of disabled people first needing to be approved by the disabled person themselves.
Q18.	What more could employers do to support people to enter or remain in work?
As we noted in our responses to question 11, disabled people face barriers to gaining and holding down employment, which is evidenced by the lower labour market participation rates of disabled people.
There is the need for employers to be more open to employing disabled people and this can only be done through breaking down the attitudinal and other barriers which exist in this regard.
Paying all workers a living wage and the availability of income support, such as the full range of WFF entitlements (even if partially) and Child Disability Allowance, can take disabled families out of in work poverty and aid employment retention.
Chapter 6 Definition of family scheme income
Q.19 – 21
We have chosen not to answer these questions.
Q22.	Are there any income types listed in Appendix 1 that should be considered low risk and should be removed? If so, we are interested in understanding why you think they are low risk.
DPA agrees with the removal of the following low risk income types from being captured within WFF assessments:
· Vouchers and other short-term change facilities (including gift cards or supermarket vouchers)
· Non-resident spouse or partner’s income
· Retirement savings scheme contributions
· Other income, especially if families whānau gift or loan money to support families in time of need.
· Main income equalisation schemes where deposits have been made.
Some sources of supposed ‘income’ such as gift cards given as presents or loans granted in times of need should not be counted as income at all when assessing eligibility for any type of government payments like WFF.
Other types, including retirement savings scheme contributions will not benefit the recipient until retirement and income equalisation schemes enable builders, fishers and other contractors to smooth out their fluctuating business incomes over the course of a year.
Q23.	For tax agents and intermediaries, what impact do you think this proposal could have on you (for example, when you file an IR215 Adjust your income form for your clients)?
N/A
Chapter 7 When you leave New Zealand
Q. 24 – 30 New Zealand residency and overseas travel rules for continued WFF receipt
DPA has chosen to answer all the above questions in one response.
Flexibility should be maintained to meet the needs of WFF customers who are disabled people/households in terms of recognising residency and overseas travel requirements.
Disabled households which receive WFF should have the flexibility to travel overseas for longer recognised, especially, for example, if any disabled parent/caregiver or disabled child/young person needs to go overseas for any health treatments or programmes not available in New Zealand or engage in global sporting and cultural events, for example, the Paralympics or Special Olympics.
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