Disabled People’s Organisation (DPO)
Role and Attributes
(Working Draft 8 – edits from DPO meeting 8 April 2014)
Background
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (Convention) describes key roles for Disabled People’s Organisations (DPOs). Articles 4.3 and 33 oblige states to closely consult with and actively involve people with disabilities through their representative organisations and to fully participate in the process of promoting, protecting and monitoring the Convention. 

In any country that has ratified it, the Convention creates a form of partnership between that country’s government and people with disabilities. A partnership that upholds the mantra “Nothing about Us without Us” by ensuring people with disabilities will be closely involved in decisions that affect us and impact on our lives. Article 4.3 of the Convention recognises the role of organisations that represent people with disabilities as having the authority to dialogue with the Government on behalf of people with disabilities on the issues that concern us.

Defining “What is a Disabled People’s Organisation”
The term Disabled People’s Organisation (or DPO) has developed to encompass a variety of organisations made up of, or primarily governed by, people with disabilities. There are some DPOs that have both a representation and a service delivery function. As there is no universally accepted definition of what a disabled people’s organisation is, there are a variety of organisations that might consider they are a DPO. 

The Convention does not define organisations that represent us. It does accord special recognition however, to organisations that do represent us by creating an obligation on governments to engage with us through our representative organisations on issues that impact on our lives. 

DPOs are working collectively and we have developed a proposal on how we can engage with government. We have outlined our vision, mission, values, and principles for implementation. We are committed to working with Government, non-governmental organisations and other partners within the disability sector to make the right real for people with disabilities in Aotearoa New Zealand. 

We value our allies who walk alongside us and stand up for the principles that engagement with DPOs, based on real information and evidence drawn from our lived experience, will bring real economic benefit in society and the economy, including the elimination of poverty in our people.

Description of Te Tiriti o Waitangi
Te Tiriti o Waitangi (The Treaty of Waitangi) signed on 6 February 1840 is the founding document of Aotearoa, New Zealand and is not only a blue print for how Māori and Pākehā can live together, but it contains a set of rights guaranteed to Māori with regard to self determination and sovereignty and also with regard to equality in society (Article Three). 

Given the different ways in which Te Tiriti has been read, interpreted and understood by Māori and Pākehā, the government and courts developed a set of Treaty of Waitangi principles. These principles have become the primary way in which the government and its agencies understand and express commitment to the Treaty of Waitangi. The four primary principles include: (1) protection and the Crown’s duty to protect Māori lands, waters, possessions and self determination; (2) partnership and the idea that the Treaty established a partnership between Māori and the Crown and the duty of the Crown to act in good faith; (3) participation in which Māori are guaranteed all the rights and privileges of citizenship; and (4) consultation in which the Crown has a duty to consult with Māori.

The ‘principles approach’ to the Te Titiri o Waitangi has arisen out of western legal deliberation. Notwithstanding this criticism, Māori continue to use the articles of Te Tiriti o Waitangi, as well as the principles, to advance their claims for redress, equality and self-determination.  (Higgins, Phillips, Cowan, Wakefield and Tikao 2010 - Growing up kāpo Māori: Whānau, identity, cultural well-being and health / E tipu kāpo Māori nei: Whānaungatanga, Māramatanga, Māoritanga, Hauoratanga, 2010).
DPO Attributes
New Zealand DPOs have produced a set of attributes to help define what a DPO is, in Aotearoa New Zealand. These attributes are:
	
	DPO Attributes
	Yes/No

	1.
	The organisation has a legal existence i.e. must demonstrate it exists as a group of individuals with certain rules that bind them to a common purpose or goal (refer appendix for additional information). 
	

	2.
	The organisation has a national structure and focus. If the organisation has a regional focus, it demonstrates that there is no national organisation that speaks on behalf of its members.
	

	3.
	The organisation upholds and promotes the philosophy that people with disabilities have the right to participate collectively in decisions that impact on our lives (Nothing about Us without Us).
	

	4.
	The organisation’s primary goal, objectives and operations reflect and support the primary purpose of the Convention (refer appendix for additional information).
	

	5.
	The organisation functions effectively and demonstrates it is putting into practice its constitutional requirements (refer appendix for additional information).
	

	6.
	The organisation may focus on a single disability or it may be a multi-disability organisation. It is open to all disabled people who meet its membership criteria.
	

	7.
	The organisation must be governed by a significant majority of disabled people who reflect its community of interest and meet its membership criteria.
	

	8.
	Only disabled people who meet the organisation’s membership criteria may elect and vote for its governing body.
	

	9.
	A significant majority of the organisation’s members are disabled and reflect its community of interest.
	

	10.
	The organisation demonstrates that it has a mandate or authority to speak on behalf of its members and this remains paramount over any other obligations including direct service provision (refer to appendix for additional information). 
	

	11.
	The organisation responds to and is driven by the collective voice of its disabled members who reflect its community of interest (refer to appendix for additional information).
	

	12.
	The organisation demonstrates that it has strong links to its members throughout the country, or throughout the region for a regional organisation (refer to appendix for additional information). 
	

	13.
	The organisation has a variety of ways to ensure its members are informed of key decisions at both a local and national level (refer to appendix for additional information).
	


Conclusion
Each member organisation should meet the requirements set out in the schedule of attributes. Essential to being a DPO is that the organisation is the authoritative voice of the disabled community or community of interest the organisation constitutionally represents. A number of factors can be taken into account such as the number of members the organisation has compared with the size of its community of interest, any characteristics of its community of interest that would impact on the number of members or their ability to organise, how well spread the organisation is geographically through the country or region, etc. 

It is anticipated the DPO Network will make every effort to ensure it has member organisations that cover the full spectrum of the disabled community. The DPO Network will try to avoid any situation developing in which it appears that a particular group becomes over-represented due to too many separate and disparate organisations each claiming to speak on behalf of that group.
Appendix

More information about DPO attributes
Attribute 1: Although the organisation does not need to have any particular legal structure such as an incorporated society, it must show that it exists as a group of individuals with certain rules that connect them as members of the group working to a common purpose or goal. Without a legal structure, it cannot be an organisation in the true sense of the word.

Attribute 4: Goals and objectives need to follow the stated purpose of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities “to promote, protect and ensure the full and equal enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms by all persons with disabilities, and to promote respect for their inherent dignity” (UNCRPD Article 1).

Attribute 5: An organisation cannot simply exist in a technical sense. It must be able to show that its governing structure is working effectively and that it is working to meet its objectives on behalf of its members.

Attribute 10: 

a)
The mandate arises directly from the organisation's primary goal, objective(s) or philosophy. It also takes into account aspects such as how the organisations’ governors and leaders are elected and how members are involved in making the organisation's fundamental policies and beliefs. This sums up the real meaning of the word “represent” in Article 4.3 of the Convention. It must be clear that the organisation's members have agreed to the organisation speaking on their behalf. 

b)
The organisation can take part in other activities including direct service provision, but the agreement and obligation to speak on behalf of its members must be the most important activity above any other obligations the organisation may have.

Attribute 11: This might happen in a variety of ways, but ideally the organisation should hold some sort of national meeting, at least every year or every two years at a minimum,. This meeting should be open to members in general and should involve a number of representatives from around the country who can speak on behalf of the members in their regions and effectively participate in the final decision making process. Decisions made at such meetings must be put into practice.
Attribute 12: This could be achieved through a national or regional structure with local branches or chapters. Or through some other more informal structure that involves regular local forums or meetings that are open to people with disabilities at the local level. Or even through a more virtual structure in which members can join in from wherever they live.

Attribute 13:
a)
The organisation must be able to show that its members, regardless of where they live, can formally raise and discuss issues through a variety of ways and that their views influence the approaches taken by the organisation’s governors. 
b)
Information sharing can happen in a variety of ways including regular local and national newsletters, access by members to minutes of meetings, ability to observe at meetings etc.
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