IN-CONFIDENCE

IN-CONFIDENCE

Cabinet paper: New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL) Strategy - Approval to release
This is a summary of a Cabinet paper from the Minister for Disability Issues. The paper asks Cabinet for approval for the Minister and the New Zealand Sign Language Board (the Board) to officially release the New Zealand Sign Language Strategy (NZSL Strategy).
Disclaimer: This summary is produced by the Ministry of Disabled People - Whaikaha (the Ministry). More information, including the full paper, is available at www.whaikaha.govt.nz/about-us/corporate-publications/cabinet-papers or shorturl https://shorturl.at/LWfEB.
You can find this under the heading New Zealand Sign Language Strategy - Approval to release.
The NZSL Strategy can be found at https://www.nzsl.govt.nz/strategy/nzsl-strategy-2026-2036 or short url https://shorturl.at/ZBkcW.
Summary of the Cabinet paper
The New Zealand Sign Language Act 2006 made New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL) an official language of New Zealand. NZSL is the main way that many Deaf and hard of hearing people, non-speaking people, and other people who use NZSL to communicate. For some people, NZSL is their only language.
NZSL users, such as the Deaf community, experience barriers to accessing services and events in the community. This impacts on their overall life outcomes, including education, employment, health, and mental health. 
A refreshed NZSL Strategy will support NZSL to survive and thrive. The NZSL Strategy is for both NZSL users and non-NZSL users.
Public consultation on the draft strategy
The Board and the Ministry conducted a six-week public consultation on the draft NZSL Strategy between April and June 2025. Eighty (80) submissions were received including 19 submissions in NZSL. Most submissions (65) were from individuals or families, with 15 submissions from organisations. 
Public consultation included 26 events with over 300 participants. These included events at regional Deaf clubs, and events specifically targeted at Turi Māori (Māori Deaf), Pacific Deaf, Deaf with Disability / Deaf plus, and CODA (Children of Deaf Adults). 
Outcomes of the public consultation
Reflecting all NZSL users 
People wanted the strategy to include all NZSL users, including CODA. While NZSL is important for Deaf and hard of hearing communities, other people also rely on NZSL for communication and access. These groups include deafblind people, non-speaking people, and others who use NZSL to communicate. The strategy was updated to reflect these broader groups.
Two approaches
The draft consultation strategy set out two approaches: 
the first approach is aimed at NZSL users (people for whom NZSL is their only, first, or preferred language) and focused on survival of NZSL.
the second approach is aimed at the general population (including government agencies), who can support NZSL to thrive. 
Following consultation, the Board named these two approaches energise and integration.
Most people supported the first approach to ensure the survival of NZSL and its transmission to future generations. 
There were mixed views on the second approach. Some people were concerned it would reduce focus on people who need NZSL. Other people thought it would raise awareness, learning, and the status of NZSL, which would benefit everyone. 
The Board thinks both approaches are important. Barriers experienced by Deaf people and NZSL users are often due to non-NZSL users lacking knowledge and understanding. However, the first approach is important because it is important for children to acquire and learn NZSL. 
Five Priority areas
The five priority areas in the strategy reflect areas that require urgent attention. Following consultation, the five priority areas were refined to:
Acquisition and Learning is about supporting deaf children and children who use NZSL to communicate, and their families and whānau, to learn and use NZSL
Evidence and Data is about collecting information about the experiences of Deaf people and NZSL users
Deaf and NZSL workforce is about making sure there are people who can support people to learn and use NZSL
Public Sector is about improving how people in government think about NZSL. It also aims for people in government to learn and use NZSL 
Celebrating NZSL is about making NZSL more seen, understood, and celebrated in New Zealand.
What success would look like
People said success would look like:
Deaf people and NZSL users, and their families and whānau having access to NZSL
NZSL being widely accepted and used in New Zealand
progress on NZSL outcomes being measured.  
Timeframe for the strategy
Following public consultation, the Board proposed to extend the strategy timeframe to 10 years to allow for measurable progress and change to be made. However, the long-standing nature of the issues means that some will not be able to be resolved within the 10-year timeframe.
Implementing the NZSL Strategy
Developing action plans and an indicator framework
An initial NZSL action plan will be released in April 2026 as part of the 20-year celebrations of NZSL as an official language of New Zealand. This plan will be developed by the Ministry and the Board, with help from government agencies and stakeholders as appropriate. 
The Ministry will also work across government to develop a framework that allows for NZSL-related outcomes be measured. This will allow us to understand the impact of the strategy on Deaf people and NZSL users.
Developing departmental NZSL capability plans 
NZSL has not always been well incorporated into many government areas. This creates barriers for Deaf people and NZSL users when accessing support and information. 
Under the strategy, government departments will be required to develop plans aimed at building the department’s NZSL skills to better meet the needs of Deaf people and NZSL users.
Annual reporting by government agencies
Cabinet previously agreed that government agencies would include material in their annual reports on NZSL use or service availability. This requirement reflects that NZSL is an official language of New Zealand, and its importance to Deaf people and NZSL users. 
Reporting progress on delivering the NZSL Strategy
The Board reports to the Minister for Disability Issues every year. As part of this report, the Board will report on actions that have been taken to deliver the NZSL Strategy.
The Minister for Disability Issues will also report to Cabinet every year on the NZSL Strategy. 
Other matters in the Cabinet Paper
April 2026 will mark the 20th anniversary of NZSL as an official language of New Zealand. The Board will work with the Ministry and the community to develop a plan to celebrate the 20th anniversary. 
Decisions made by Cabinet
On 5 November, Cabinet Social Outcomes Committee:
approved the NZSL Strategy for public release.
directed government departments and agencies to work with the Ministry to develop the NZSL action plans and the NZSL indicator framework. 
noted the Minister for Disability Issues will approve an initial NZSL action plan for release in April 2026.
agreed that government departments will be required to develop plans to build their NZSL skills. Departments would report annually on these plans to the Board.
noted that Cabinet had previously agreed that:
· government agencies would include material in their annual reports on NZSL use or service availability;
· the Minister for Disability Issues would report to Cabinet every year on the NZSL Strategy.
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