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Built environment accessibility issues and opportunities research paper 
Purpose
1. The purpose of this paper is to provide a system-level view of the built environment in New Zealand, summarise existing research into the access challenges experienced by Deaf and disabled people, tāngata whaikaha Māori, Turi Māori, and their whānau, and identify opportunities for the Ministry of Disabled People - Whaikaha to champion system-wide change.
Plain English summary of the built environment issues and opportunities research paper 
2. This paper looks at how New Zealand’s built environment works for disabled people. The built environment includes homes, buildings, streets, public spaces, and other places people use every day. The paper finds that many of these places are still difficult for disabled people to access and use. This can make it harder to take part in education, employment, health care, housing, justice, and community life.
3. There are five main problems. 
a. Accessibility is often considered too late in planning and design.
b. Responsibility for accessibility is spread across many organisations, making it unclear who is accountable.
c. There are gaps in the rules and standards 
d. There is not enough accessible housing, and many older buildings are difficult to adapt. 
e. Disabled people are not always included in decisions about the built environment and climate adaptation planning.
4. Work is already underway to improve these issues. This includes work to increase accessible housing, improve data and evidence, review housing systems, and update the New Zealand standard on accessibility. Ministry for Disabled People - Whaikaha (Whaikaha) is also exploring ways to improve knowledge and skills in accessibility and universal design across the built environment sector.
5. This paper identifies opportunities to improve the system. These include building accessibility into planning and investment decisions from the start, strengthening standards and regulations, improving data and accountability, increasing accessible housing, supporting disabled leadership and co-design, and building stronger evidence about the value of accessibility.
6. Whaikaha has an important role as a system steward. Whaikaha cannot make the built environment accessible on its own. Instead, it can work with government agencies, local government, industry, and disabled people to strengthen the system, promote universal design, improve evidence, and help create more accessible and inclusive communities across New Zealand.
Full paper
What is the built environment? 
7. Built environment refers to the full system of human-made physical places, spaces, and infrastructure that people live in, move through, and interact with in everyday life. This includes homes, public and commercial buildings, streets, transport networks, public spaces, and essential infrastructure such as water, energy, and communication systems. 
8. The built environment is more than physical places and infrastructure. It also includes how these places are planned, designed, built, and managed. It shapes how people connect with their communities, culture, and natural environment, and affects whether people can fully take part in society.
9. The built environment therefore is: 
a. Made up of tangible elements including buildings, housing (covered by the New Zealand Disability Strategy 2026-2030), transport systems (covered in the Accessibility Work Programme), footpaths, parks, civic spaces, and infrastructure
b. Governed and shaped by system-level factors including policies, standards, planning frameworks, and design practices that determine how accessible, inclusive, and usable these environments are.
What is universal design?
10. Universal design means designing products, spaces, and environments so as many people as possible can use them from the start, without needing later changes or separate solutions.
11. It means building accessibility into early planning and investment decisions, instead of treating it as an add-on or minimum compliance task.
12. Evidence also shows that planning ahead is significantly more cost-effective than reacting later. Building Research Association of New Zealand (BRANZ) research indicates that incorporating universal design features at the time of construction is nearly 10 times cheaper than retrofitting them later.
13. Universal design focuses on three connected ideas:
a. Accessibility – Can people get into and move through a space?
b. Usability – Can people use the space easily, safely, and independently?
c. Participation – Does the environment enable people to take part in everyday life?
The built environment and the New Zealand Disability Strategy
14. The New Zealand Disability Strategy 2026–2030 (NZDS) sets a clear direction for improving outcomes for disabled people across five priority areas: education, employment, health, housing, and justice. 
15. The built environment plays a central role in these areas. Homes, streets, transport, buildings, and public spaces affect whether disabled people can access services, participate in their communities, and live independently.
16. Access to education, employment, health care, housing, and justice depends on whether people can get to, enter, and use the places where these services are delivered. In practice, this means the built environment is a key enabler of participation across all priority outcome areas.
17. The three foundations of the Strategy also highlight why the built environment matters.
a. Enabling Good Lives emphasises ordinary life outcomes and access to mainstream environments.
b. The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities frames accessibility as a human right.
c. Te Tiriti o Waitangi affirms the need to work in partnership with tāngata whaikaha Māori and Turi Māori to ensure equitable outcomes. 
18. Improving accessibility in the built environment is therefore one of the most practical ways to improve outcomes across all areas of life for Deaf and disabled people, tāngata whaikaha Māori, Turi Māori, and their whānau.
Accessibility needs are widespread and growing. 
19. Accessibility is a mainstream and growing need. The 2023 Household Disability Survey estimates that around 17% of New Zealanders, about 851,000 people, are disabled. Around one in six people require modifications to their home at some point, reflecting changing needs across the life course. 
20. New Zealand’s population is ageing which will significantly increase demand for accessible homes and communities. There are currently around 842,000 people aged 65+, projected to reach 1 million by 2028. Disability prevalence also increases with age, with 35% of people aged 65+ identified as disabled in the 2023 Household Disability Survey.
21. Importantly, these figures do not fully capture the reality that most people experience accessibility needs at different points in their lives, including through ageing, injury, illness, or changes in mobility, vision, or cognition. Well-designed environments benefit everyone, including older people, pregnant people, whānau with young children, and people with temporary impairments. 
There are multiple interconnected issues that create inaccessible built environments 
22. Despite increasing awareness, inaccessible buildings, public spaces, and infrastructure continue to prevent many New Zealanders from fully and easily participating in everyday life. 
23. There are five key issues within the New Zealand context that create built environments that are difficult, unsafe, or unusable for many people include: 
Issue one: Accessibility is often considered too late in the process
24. Accessibility is not consistently built into early planning, policy, investment, and design decisions. Key choices about scope, budget, land use, location, and infrastructure are often made before accessibility is fully considered.
25. When accessibility is treated mainly as a technical design or compliance issue, the result is often limited to minimum features such as ramps and handrails. This can miss the wider system changes needed to make homes, streets, transport, public spaces, and services easier and safer for disabled people to use.
26. New Zealand also lacks clear data on who is excluded from different environments and why. Without better measures of participation and exclusion, it is difficult to prioritise investment, show the value of accessibility, or identify where system-wide change is most needed.
27. Addressing accessibility too late leads to missed opportunities, inconsistent outcomes, and costly retrofits. Building it in from the start would support better planning, investment, and community outcomes.
Issue two: Fragmented and unclear accountability limits system-wide progress
28. Responsibility for the built environment is spread across central government, regulators, councils, developers, and industry professionals. This makes it hard to know who is accountable for accessibility outcomes.
29. When accountability is unclear, gaps occur between policy, standards, planning, consent, design, and delivery. This leads to inconsistent decisions and uneven outcomes across regions, projects, and communities.
30. The current system also makes it hard to drive coordinated change. Different parts of the system can interpret and apply accessibility expectations in different ways. There are limited shared goals for improving disabled people’s participation in everyday public life. 
31. Clearer roles, shared goals and understanding, stronger regulation, workforce development, better data, targeted accessibility investment, and early involvement of disabled people would help improve consistency across the system.
Issue three: There are gaps in the regulatory landscape for the built environment 
32. The New Zealand built environment regulatory framework is a layered system. The Building Act creates the legal framework, the Building Code sets the required outcomes, compliance documents explain accepted ways of meeting those outcomes, and standards provide the detailed technical guidance. Councils and Building Consent Authorities then apply and enforce these requirements through planning and consenting processes.
33. The regulatory framework only partly covers accessibility and often focuses on minimum compliance rather than universal design. Existing standards, such as New Zealand Standard NZS 4121:2001 – Design for access and mobility: buildings and associated facilities (NZS 4121), are widely used but are outdated and narrow in scope, with a strong emphasis on physical access and limited guidance for sensory, cognitive, and neurodiverse needs.
34. The system often treats buildings, streets, transport, and public spaces separately. This means a building may comply with access requirements, but nearby footpaths, parking, transport links, or wayfinding may still make it hard to use.
35. As a result, disabled people can experience very different levels of access depending on where they live, what is being built, and who is making the decisions. Strengthening regulations, updating standards, and improving consistency would help create more reliable accessibility outcomes across New Zealand.
Issue four: There are not enough accessible new builds, and many older buildings are difficult to adapt. 
36. Much of New Zealand’s built environment was built before current accessibility standards existed. As a result, many older buildings are difficult, expensive, or impractical to adapt. Retrofit work is often slow, inconsistent, and dealt with one building at a time.
37. Accessible housing supply is also limited. Some policy initiatives, including those by Kāinga Ora, have supported universal design in new builds, but delivery has been uneven. In practice, gaps between policy and delivery persist, particularly where accessibility is not integrated from the start. Accessibility is not consistently built into housing projects early enough, and cost, timing, capability, and wider system pressures can limit progress. 
38. The combination of an ageing building stock and lack of commitment to accessible new supply mean New Zealand has too many existing buildings that are hard to adapt and too few new homes being built to meet changing access needs. This problem is likely to grow as the population ages and more people need homes and communities that are accessible from the start.
Issue five: Disabled people are not consistently included in developing the built environment 
39. Disabled people are not consistently included in decisions about the built environment, and climate adaptation. This means their needs and priorities can be overlooked.
40. When environments are not accessible, disabled people can be excluded from everyday life. This affects their ability to study, work, access health care and justice services, connect with whānau and community, and take part in cultural, social, and economic life.
41. Climate change adds to these risks. More severe storms, flooding, coastal erosion, and managed retreat can affect where disabled people live, how they travel, and how they access services. However, accessibility is often addressed through local, one-off efforts rather than built into emergency responses, climate adaptation, and long-term planning. While work is underway on emergency preparedness, it is not always linked to wider council and central government planning for future communities. If disabled people are not involved early, adaptation decisions could increase existing inequities and further limit participation.
42. There is an opportunity to better align built environment planning, climate adaptation, and emergency management. Involving disabled people early, measuring exclusion, and planning for participation would support safer, more inclusive, and more resilient communities.
Whaikaha is progressing a programme of work focused on improving accessibility in the built environment. 
Work underway within the New Zealand Disability Strategy 
Guidance and definitions: accessible housing
43. Whaikaha is progressing foundational work to improve consistency and clarity across the system, including:
a. Developing clear definitions of accessible housing.
b. Supporting the Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment (MBIE) to create guidelines on how to build accessible homes.
44. This work is important because New Zealand does not have a nationally agreed definition of an accessible home. Clear definitions and guidance would support consistent expectations, monitoring, and delivery.
Building the evidence base: data and system insights
45. Whaikaha is also strengthening the evidence base needed to inform policy and investment decisions, recognising that data gaps currently limit the system’s ability to respond effectively.
46. There are several key initiatives that are critical for moving from assumptions to evidence, enabling more targeted interventions and better system planning. They include: 
a. Data matching between disabled people and social housing systems to better understand who is in the system, their needs, and where gaps exist. 
b. Development of a supply and demand data dashboard to provide a clearer picture of accessible housing availability and current and future need.
c. Work to investigate barriers to accessible housing supply including regulatory, market, and delivery constraints.
47. There is also an opportunity to build stronger evidence on the value of accessible homes and communities. Better economic appraisal methods could help shift accessibility from a perceived cost to a stronger investment case.
Improving system performance: housing and support pathways
48. NZDS is also focusing on how existing systems function in practice, including:
a. A review of the housing modification system examining how effectively current processes support people to adapt homes to meet their needs.
b. A review of the social housing system with a focus on how well it identifies and responds to accessibility needs.
c. This work reflects recognition that accessibility is not only about new builds, but also about how existing systems allocate, adapt, and manage housing over time.
Work underway within the Accessibility Work Programme
NZS 4121 refresh
49. NZS 4121 is one of New Zealand’s main accessibility standards, but it has not been updated for nearly 25 years. It contains outdated language and does not reflect modern building practice, technology, or the full range of access needs.
50. Whaikaha is supporting a refresh of NZS4121 following a review conducted in 2025/2026. 
51. This work represents a significant opportunity to reset expectations across the system, moving from minimum compliance toward inclusive, universally designed environments that reflect diverse needs.
52. There is an opportunity to improve alignment between NZS 4121 and council infrastructure technical specifications, which often cover similar elements (such as mobility parking, footpaths, and street design), but are applied inconsistently across regions. Currently, there is no single national standard for accessible street infrastructure or transport systems, resulting in a fragmented mix of local standards and guidelines. 
Building capability across the sector
53. Improving built environment outcomes will require stronger accessibility capability across the workforce.
54. Whaikaha is scoping work to explore how accessibility and universal design can be better embedded in architecture and urban design education. This is an important step in influencing future professionals.
55. There is an opportunity to extend this work to planners, designers, builders, engineers, transport professionals, councils, and other partners so accessibility is applied consistently across whole environments.
What could the future look like?
Adopting universal design and creating an inclusive society in New Zealand
56. Universal design is increasingly important in New Zealand due to an ageing population, diverse and changing access needs across people’s lives, and ongoing housing accessibility challenges.
57. A more inclusive society is fairer and can reduce costs in areas such as health care, as well as home and/or workplace adaptations. When people can take part in education, employment, and community life, they are more likely to be healthier, more independent, and better supported. This creates wider benefits for New Zealand and improves the return on investment in accessible buildings, places, and systems.
58. Positioning accessibility as an enabler of participation, not only a compliance or rights issue, could strengthen the case for earlier investment in building accessible homes and communities from the outset.
What is required to make the shift to universal design in New Zealand?
59. For the built environment in New Zealand, adopting a universal design approach means:
a. Moving beyond minimum compliance standards.
b. Measuring and reporting on exclusion so we know where to invest next.
c. Embedding accessibility early in planning and design processes.
d. Recognising disabled people as experts in their own experiences.
e. Designing homes, streets, and communities as connected systems.
60. Universal design provides a practical pathway to achieve the outcomes set out in the NZDS, by creating environments that enable everyone to live well, participate, and belong.
Given the persistence of an inaccessible built environment, there is a clear role for Whaikaha as a system steward. 
61. The built environment has a major impact on whether disabled people can participate in everyday life. Inaccessible homes, streets, transport, buildings, and public spaces can limit access to education, employment, health care, justice, community life, and culture.
62. This paper shows that the main barriers are systemic. Accessibility is often considered too late, accountability is unclear, regulations and standards are limited, accessible housing supply is low, and disabled people are not consistently involved in decisions. Climate change may increase these barriers if accessibility is not built into long-term planning.
63. Whaikaha has a clear role as a system steward. This does not mean doing the work of other agencies. It means influencing the system, strengthening relationships, clarifying roles, improving evidence, and helping embed accessibility and universal design into planning, regulation, investment, and delivery.
64. Taking this approach would help move accessibility from a one-off or compliance issue to a shared system responsibility. It would support more inclusive communities, better use of public investment, and greater participation for disabled people across all areas of life.
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