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Disability inclusive emergency management issues and opportunities research paper 
Purpose
1. This paper outlines barriers that prevent the full participation of disabled people in New Zealand’s Civil Defence Emergency Management (CDEM) system and describes opportunities for Whaikaha to increase accessible and inclusive emergency management practices. 
Plain English summary of the disability inclusive emergency management issues and opportunities research paper 
2. This paper looks at how New Zealand’s emergency management system works for disabled people. It finds that disabled people are more likely to be harmed during emergencies because the system is not always accessible or inclusive. Disabled people may not get information they can use, may not be included in planning, and may not get the right support during response and recovery.
3. There are three main problems. First, preparing for emergencies often needs time, money, support and equipment that many disabled people may not have. Second, emergency information is not always provided in plain language or alternate formats. Third, disabled people and disabled person-led organisations are not always included in local emergency planning and response.
4. Work is already underway to improve these problems. Including, supporting awareness and use of the Person-Centred Emergency Preparedness framework by local government and support organisations, working to improve access to timely emergency information, and updates to the Accessibility Charter, Alternate Format Standards, the Accessibility Guide and Accessible Information training.
5. This paper identifies six opportunities for Whaikaha. These are: rolling out Person-Centred Emergency Preparedness across New Zealand, developing a clearer agreement with NEMA about roles, creating a contact register for disabled people-led organisations, defining the Ministry’s role in psychosocial support, exploring how AI could help produce alternate formats faster, and strengthening local disability advisory groups.
6. Whaikaha has an important role as a system steward. Whaikaha cannot replace the work of emergency management agencies. Instead, it will work with NEMA, CDEM groups, and others to make sure disabled people are prepared, included, and able to get the support and information they need before, during, and after emergencies.
What is the New Zealand emergency management system?  
7. New Zealand’s emergency management system is led nationally but delivered locally. It is designed as a shared system, where individuals, communities, councils, and government agencies all have a role in preparing for, responding to, and recovering from emergencies.
8. The National Emergency Management Agency (NEMA) sets the overall direction, rules, and national planning. It coordinates support when emergencies are large or affect more than one region. Other government agencies, such as NZ Police, health services, and transport agencies, also play important roles during and after emergencies.
9. At the local level, councils work together in Civil Defence Emergency Management (CDEM) Groups. These groups plan for emergencies in their region, provide public education, and lead the local response. They work with emergency services, community organisations, iwi, and other partners to support communities.
10. Within the CDEM system there are three levels of responsibility: 
a. Local: District and city councils are responsible for risk reduction, readiness, response, and recovery in their areas. If needed, they can declare a local state of emergency.
b. Regional: Each region has a CDEM Group made up of its councils. These groups coordinate emergency management across the region and help manage natural hazards.
c. National: NEMA provides strategic leadership and helps coordinate across local, regional, and national levels during major emergencies.
11. Emergency management also involves many other organisations. These include lifeline utilities such as power and roading providers, government agencies such as Health NZ and the Ministry of Social Development, health and disability services, and emergency services such as NZ Police, Fire and Emergency New Zealand, and Hato Hone St John.
An inaccessible CDEM system means disabled people are worse off before, during, and after an emergency. 
12. Global experience shows that disabled people have lower levels of disaster preparedness than the general population and are two to four times more likely to die or experience injuries in disasters than the general population. 
13. While death and injury are extreme outcomes, there are negative outcomes experienced by disabled people during and after emergencies that are more common, for example:
a. Having to abandon home-based accessibility equipment or supports in an evacuation.
b. Support or accessibility aides not being available at an evacuation site.
c. Living in non-accessible temporary or permanent housing post emergency, often for an extended time.
d. Immediate and/or ongoing disruption of daily and/or critical support services.
e. Relocation to areas where formal/informal and/or family and whanau support networks are not available or able to function.
f. Compounding stress or anxiety caused by a traumatic event or a disruption to routine. 
g. Lack of timely access to communications and information during emergency events in a way or format that be accessed or understood.
Issues within the New Zealand CDEM system.
14. NEMA’s 2025 Annual Emergency Preparedness Survey found there are three main issues within the New Zealand CDEM system that impact how accessible and inclusive it is for disabled people. They are: 
a. Emergency preparedness.
b. Access to accessible and accurate information. 
c. Disabled people are not included within the CDEM system. 
Issue one: Preparing for emergencies requires resources and effort that are often not available to disabled communities.
15. The Report of the Government Inquiry into the Response to the North Island Severe Weather Events found that New Zealand’s emergency management system did not adequately support people to prepare for, or respond to severe weather events. This means poor outcomes are not only caused by individuals being unprepared, they also reflect wider system issues.
16. Preparedness matters because it can reduce stress, increase confidence, strengthen support networks, and improve recovery. However, preparedness is low across New Zealand. NEMA’s Preparedness Survey found that while 91 percent of people thought preparedness was important, only 40 percent had taken any steps to prepare. The main barriers were cost and effort, lack of knowledge or uncertainty, and weaker collective responsibility.
17. For disabled people, these barriers can be greater. Preparedness often assumes people have spare time, money, energy, equipment, support networks, and capacity to take on extra tasks. Many disabled people and their families and whānau are already managing stretched resources, limited income, inaccessible environments, and systems designed for non-disabled people.
18. Emergency planning also needs to support disabled people’s choice and control. Plans made for disabled people, without their input or understanding of their capabilities, can create a false sense of preparedness and may be worse than having no plan. Disabled people need support to lead their own planning, with the right help from whānau, communities, services, and emergency management agencies.
Issue two: Disabled people don’t have access to accurate and accessible information before, during, and after an emergency.
19. Disabled people need emergency information that is timely, accurate, easy to understand, and available in formats they can use. This includes information before an emergency, during an active event, and throughout recovery. Currently, access to this information is inconsistent across New Zealand.
20. There are two main causes. First, roles and responsibilities are not clear across the devolved emergency management system. Whaikaha and NEMA have informal ways of working together, but there are no consistent protocols between Whaikaha, regional CDEM groups, and councils. This can delay decisions about who commissions, funds, produces, and shares accessible information.
21. Second, alternate formats are often treated as an add-on rather than a core part of emergency communication planning. Information may be written in technical language, shared too late or not at all, or provided in formats that do not work with assistive technology. This can prevent disabled people from getting the information they need at the same time as everyone else.
22. National preparedness information is available in alternate formats on the Get Ready website, but regional and local information is often not available in plain language or alternate formats. During emergencies, disabled people and disabled people-led organisations have asked for information that is easy to find, plain language, available during events rather than after them, and clear enough to act on.
23. The Mauao – Mt Maunganui landslide in January 2026 showed how these issues arise in practice. Disabled people’s organisations raised concerns that updates and alerts were not accessible and that New Zealand Sign Language interpreters were not present at Police media standups. Whaikaha responded by arranging alternate format updates at its own cost and reminding CDEM and Police of the need for accessible communications, but this work happened after concerns had already been raised.
Issue three: Disabled people are often left out of emergency planning and response.
24. Local emergency responses can be quicker and better matched to local needs. However, the current CDEM system has many, and sometimes overlapping roles, decision-makers, and structures. This can make it unclear who is responsible for preparedness planning and how disabled people should be included.
25. The devolved model also places heavy responsibility on councils. Some CDEM groups, such as the Wellington Region Emergency Management Office (WREMO), have dedicated resilience and recovery staff. Smaller councils may have limited capacity and rely on staff with other main roles. This creates inconsistency across the country and makes it harder for Whaikaha to build clear relationships or support nationally consistent approaches for disabled people.
26. Whaikaha carries out this role under the National Civil Defence Emergency Management Plan Order 2015. This role, previously filled by the Office for Disability Issues, includes advising on the needs of disabled people in emergencies and helping to coordinate support. However, there is no agreed process for identifying those needs quickly or giving advice in a fast-moving emergency.
27. In practice, Whaikaha is focusing on developing a process for making urgent and ongoing public emergency information available in alternate formats, and contacting known disabled people-led organisations in affected areas to check that disabled people’s needs are being met. Whaikaha should not sit between communities and emergency services, but it can support a ‘no wrong door’ approach by giving disabled people another way to seek help or advice.
28. The upper North Island severe weather events in January 2026 showed the value of this role. Whaikaha contacted disabled people-led organisations in affected areas to check immediate needs and offered to pass unmet needs to CDEM and the National Welfare Coordination Group. These check-ins gave Whaikaha useful feedback to share in national welfare coordination meetings and gave disabled people another route to support.
There is already work underway to improve the accessibility and inclusiveness of New Zealand’s emergency management system. 
Work area one: Person-Centred Emergency Preparedness (P-CEP) framework. 
29. Disabled people face additional and significant barriers to preparing for emergencies. Public messaging also sets a high standard for preparedness that can leave disabled people with nowhere to start on their preparedness journey.  
30. P-CEP was co-designed by disabled people, their support networks, and the University of Sydney’s Impact Centre for Disability Research and Policy, as a way of demystifying emergency preparedness. It brings together research, best practice, and guidelines to developing a consistent emergency preparedness approach for disabled people and at-risk communities.  
31. P-CEP shifts the focus away from personal vulnerability to personal capability allowing disabled people to identify their own support needs and develop their own preparedness plans, with support where required. The framework encourages people to identify gaps that can be addressed on personal, community, and system levels. P-CEP is designed to be facilitated by Emergency Management Advisors and trained P-CEP facilitators working with local disabled people’s and community organisations.    
32. WREMO has adapted the Australian P-CEP resource for New Zealand use. Preparing for an emergency: A guide developed by and for disabled people can be used by P-CEP facilitators directly to support a disabled person, on its own, or in workshops.
33. WREMO launched the guide in late 2025 and plans to run six workshops across the Wellington region in late 2026/early 2027. The workshops will begin with disabled people living independently, then extend to people in supported or residential settings. Whaikaha is funding the workshops, evaluation, and facilitator training, as well as supporting delivery and administration. Community facilitators with disability or advocacy experience will co-deliver the workshops and provide one-to-one support to help participants complete an emergency plan. 
34. NEMA is funding alternate formats of the guide and promoting it to other CDEM groups.
Work area two: Improving the mandate for accessible information. 
35. There are three key areas of work to strengthen the mandate for accessible information: the Accessibility Charter, Alternate Format Standards, and updates to the Accessibility Guide and Accessible Information training.
36. The Accessibility Charter supports the Government’s commitment to make emergency information available in alternate formats. As of December 2023, 55 organisations had signed the Charter, including Whaikaha and NEMA. Whaikaha took over responsibility for the Charter from The Ministry of Social Development in December 2024 and is updating it to better reflect commitments to timely and relevant emergency information in alternate formats. Whaikaha will align this work with all-of-government digital initiatives.
37. Whaikaha is also developing Alternate Format Standards for agencies and providers. These will set expectations for roles, quality, cultural capability, and complaints handling, while supporting a more open and competitive market. 
38. The Accessibility Guide and Accessible Information training will also be updated to reflect current best practice. This includes guidance on accessible information for tāngata whaikaha Māori, developed carefully and in consultation with tāngata whaikaha Māori. 
Future opportunities Whaikaha could focus on. 
Opportunity one: roll out P-CEP across New Zealand.
39. Whaikaha had planned to partner with other CDEM groups after the WREMO workshops and evaluation. However, each CDEM has its own structure, priorities, and resourcing constraints. This has made it difficult to develop a second pilot using the same CDEM supported workshop model.
40. Australian experience suggests P-CEP works best when delivered one-to-one between a facilitator and a disabled person. However, this is resource intensive and usually requires secure funding, integration into normal work programmes, or a well-trained workforce.
41. Learning from P-CEP work to date, without an existing workforce being entrusted to deliver P-CEP as either part of contracted service delivery or as a standalone and funded work programme, P-CEP will be too resource heavy for Whaikaha to maintain and therefore not achieve its purpose.
42. Whaikaha should explore what existing workforce/s would be best placed to help deliver P-CEP. 
Opportunity two: Develop an MoU with NEMA outlining agency roles and responsibilities before, during and after an emergency.
43. There is no formal protocol for when or how Whaikaha should contact disabled people-led organisations during emergencies, or how advice should be requested and shared with, or by, NEMA and CDEM groups.
44. Whaikaha is discussing an MoU with NEMA to clarify each agency’s role in supporting disabled people before, during, and after emergencies.
Opportunity three: Develop an organisation-only contact register.
45. During the early 2026 weather events, Whaikaha contacted disabled people-led organisations using existing contacts for peak bodies and known local groups. This approach was informal and did not reach everyone.
46. A more reliable approach would be a maintained contact register of disabled people-led organisations at district level, developed with peak bodies and councils.
47. Whaikaha would also need to decide whether to include informal support groups, noting many use private contact details and may not be able, or expected, to support emergency response or information gathering.
Opportunity four: Define the role of Whaikaha in the CDEM psychosocial subfunction.
48. Health NZ leads the Psychosocial Subfunction under the Welfare Services in an Emergency Director’s Guideline [DGL 11/15]. This subfunction supports people, families and whānau, and communities during and after emergencies by reducing physical, psychological, and social distress and supporting wellbeing.
49. Whaikaha should work with Health NZ to define what role Whaikaha should have within this subfunction. 
Opportunity five: Use AI for alternate format translations.
50. Speed matters in an emergency. During the Mauao – Mt Maunganui landslide, the efforts of Whaikaha to provide timely alternate format translations were affected by the fast-moving nature of the event and the unavoidable production time for alternate formats. Although providers prioritised this work, there is a clear opportunity to explore how AI and other new approaches could support faster translation in future.
51. Whaikaha could also work with providers to release alternate formats as we received them rather than waiting for all formats to be completed before release.
Opportunity six: Strengthen local accessibility and disability advisory groups to support CDEM.
52. New Zealand’s emergency management system is locally delivered, so disabled people are more likely to influence planning and response when they are involved at district and local level. A single national accessibility or disability committee may still have a role in advising NEMA, but it is unlikely to influence CDEM thinking and planning. Strengthening local advisory capacity is more likely to improve immediate outcomes for disabled people, in their own areas during emergencies.
53. This is challenging because local disability representation is limited and inconsistent. An AI-supported scan of 11 regional authorities and 67 territorial authorities found that only eight had advisory groups or committees that could formally advise councils on issues affecting disabled people. Of these, five had disability as a central focus, while three had a broader accessibility focus. Some group structures and terms of reference may also limit their influence at CDEM level.
54. The Emergency Management Bill, which passed the third reading on 1 September 2026, creates an opportunity to strengthen disabled people’s involvement. The Bill would require:
a. CDEM Coordinating Executive Groups to include Māori and community representation and consider co-opting members with knowledge of disproportionately affected communities during emergencies.
b. CDEM groups to consult and communicate with communities on local hazards, risks, and how they will be managed.
c. The Director-General of Emergency Management to engage with communities likely to be disproportionately affected by emergencies when reviewing the National Emergency Management Plan.
d. These changes could give disabled people more influence if local and district-level groups are recognised and supported.
55. Cyclone Gabrielle recovery showed both the value and limits of this approach. Gisborne District Council asked Whaikaha, then through Disability Support Services, to help connect it with disabled people who could advise on inclusive recovery planning. Whaikaha supported the Tairāwhiti Disability Locally Led Recovery Planning Rōpū, which contributed to the Community Led Recovery Plan. The Rōpū disbanded when Whaikaha support ended, showing that Whaikaha can help connect communities and councils, but local authority backing is needed to sustain advisory groups.
56. Whaikaha could support this work by helping CDEM groups make emergency plans, exercises, and information more inclusive and accessible for disabled people, tāngata whaikaha Māori, and their families and whānau. It could also broker connections between CDEM groups and disabled people-led, disability support, and advocacy organisations, support national consistency in alternate format resources and accessible digital information, and connect this work with wider disabled governance and capacity-building initiatives.
Given the persistence of an inaccessible emergency management system, there is a clear role for Whaikaha as a system steward.
57. Disabled people are more likely to experience poor outcomes before, during and after emergencies because the emergency management system is not consistently accessible or inclusive. 
58. Disability inclusive emergency management should centre on two goals:
· ensuring disabled people are prepared for emergencies, and,
· ensuring disabled people are included in emergency responses on an equitable basis with other New Zealanders.
59. Neither goal can be achieved by Whaikaha working alone or outside the emergency management system. Disability inclusive emergency management depends on decisions across preparedness, clear roles and responsibilities, accessible information and community engagement. When responsibility is fragmented and disability inclusion is not consistently built in, disabled people continue to be left out and remain at greater risk of poorer outcomes during emergencies than non-disabled people.
60. As a system stewards, Whaikaha should work with NEMA, CDEM groups and other responsible agencies to ensure disabled people are included and disability-specific elements of emergency management are addressed. The role of Whaikaha is not to replicate or do the work of other agencies, but to strengthen relationships, clarify roles, improve alternate formats, support local disability advisory capacity, and help embed disability inclusion into emergency management settings over time.
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