	
	
	



Kōrero for Change | Political and Democratic Processes | Wednesday 17 June 2026 | 9am-11am via Zoom

Introduction

Welcome to Kōrero for Change | Political and Democratic Processes, a webinar hosted by Access Matters Aotearoa Trust, with support from Whaikaha – Ministry of Disabled People, Spectrum Foundation, Foundation North, and the J R McKenzie Trust.
This kōrero explores ableism and the everyday experiences disabled people face when engaging with political and democratic systems in Aotearoa. Together, we will engage in courageous conversations about accessibility across voting processes, civic participation, political representation, local and central government engagement, digital democracy platforms, identity verification, and the systems and attitudes that shape participation. Through lived experience perspectives, alongside policymakers, electoral leaders, and changemakers, we will explore both the barriers and the opportunities to build democratic processes where everyone can participate fully and equitably, and no one is left behind.
Democracy is fundamental to dignity, autonomy, and belonging in society. An inclusive democratic system recognises the rights of all people, including disabled people, tāngata whaikaha Māori, whānau hauā, tagata sa’ilimalo and āiga-tele, d/Deaf, and neurodivergent communities. Everyday democratic interactions, whether enrolling to vote, casting a ballot, accessing political information, attending public meetings, or engaging with elected representatives, should be accessible, safe, and meaningful. Yet across Aotearoa, barriers such as inaccessible voting materials, complex identity requirements, limited accessible formats, and digital exclusion continue to restrict participation and silence voices.
True accessibility in political and democratic processes goes beyond compliance. It requires systems that are designed in partnership with disabled communities from the outset. It means recognising diverse ways of communicating, understanding information, engaging in debate, and exercising political rights. It calls for removing physical, sensory, cognitive, and digital barriers, while also addressing the policies, practices, and assumptions that underpin exclusion. Importantly, it requires a commitment to transparency, flexibility, and culturally responsive approaches that reflect the diversity of Aotearoa.
We are proud to feature speakers, panellists, and moderators who will challenge assumptions, share lived experience and drive systemic change toward a more inclusive and equitable democratic system in Aotearoa New Zealand.
Programme
	9:00am
	Introduction to Kōrero for Change / Political and Democratic Processes, karakia tīmatanga and housekeeping

Mojo Mathers MNZM | Master of Ceremonies, Chief Executive, 
Disabled Persons Assembly (DPA)


	9:05am
	What is ableism? Examples of ableism in Political and Democratic Systems

David Corner ONZM | National Self Advocate Advisor, IHC New Zealand, and Shara Turner, Senior Advocate, IHC New Zealand


	9:16am
	Legislation, Rights and Representation: Ensuring Disabled Voices Shape Democracy

Dr Huhana Hickey MNZM | Disability Rights Lawyer, Academic, Thought Leader


	9:28am 
	Panel One | The Deciders and The Thinkers

Anusha Guler | Deputy Chief Executive, Operations, Electoral Commission New Zealand | Te Kaitiaki Take Kōwhiri
Dr Emily Beausoleil | Associate Professor in Political Theory, Victoria University of Wellington | Te Herenga Waka
Dr Robbie Francis Watene | Disabled Research Lead, Kaikakahau Matua Whaikaha, Donald Beasley Institute
Rebecca Elvy | Deputy Chief Executive, Outreach and Innovation Whaikaha | Ministry of Disabled People 

Moderator – Piotr Mierzejewski | Director, Aotearoa New Zealand Association of Social Workers | Te Rōpū Tauwhiro i Aotearoa


	9:48am
	Discussion / Q&A

	10:15am
	Panel Two | The Creators, and The Doers

Nick Ruane | Disability Activist, Independent
Susan Martell | Legal Supervisor Associate, Aotearoa Disability Law
Will Kim | Kiwi Access Manager, Hospitality New Zealand
Dr Sarah Paterson-Hamlin | Whau Ward Councillor, Auckland Council | Tāmaki Makaurau

Moderator – Umi Asaka | Researcher, Donald Beasley Institute


	10.35am
	Discussion / Q&A

	10.55am
	Final thoughts 

	11.00am
	Karakia whakamutunga



Biographies

Master of Ceremonies

Mojo Mathers MNZM| 
Chief Executive, Disabled People Assembly (DPA)
 
Mojo Mathers MNZM is the Chief Executive of the Disabled People Assembly. Mojo is a former Member of the New Zealand Parliament for the Green Party. Elected to the 50th term of Parliament in 2011, Mojo was the country's first deaf Member of Parliament.

Guest Speakers

David Corner ONZM | National Self-Advocacy Advisor, IHC
David Corner ONZM is one of Aotearoa New Zealand’s most respected self-advocates for people with intellectual disabilities. With more than 25 years of experience in advocacy, leadership, and community engagement, David has dedicated his life to advancing the rights, inclusion, and wellbeing of people with intellectual disabilities both in New Zealand and internationally.
As National Self-Advocacy Advisor at IHC, David supports people to speak up, have their voices heard, and participate fully in decisions that affect their lives. Drawing on his own lived experience as a person with an intellectual disability and autism, he has become a powerful and influential voice for systemic change, accessible communication, and the principle of “Nothing About Us Without Us.”
David has represented New Zealand on the global stage through Inclusion International, serving as Asia-Pacific Regional Representative for 12 years and later receiving honorary life membership in recognition of his contribution. He is also a Life Member of People First New Zealand and chairs IHC’s Chief Executive Advisory Group.
In 2025, David was appointed an Officer of the New Zealand Order of Merit (ONZM) for his outstanding services to people with intellectual disabilities, recognising decades of advocacy, leadership, and commitment to inclusion.

Shara Turner | Senior Advocate, IHC
Shara Turner is an advocate working at IHC New Zealand, where she focuses on improving outcomes for people with intellectual disability through data, policy, and system change. With a background as a lawyer in Australia, she brings a cross-sector perspective spanning law, research, and advocacy. Her work centres on translating evidence into action, leading research and advocacy on health inequities, poverty, and employment outcomes for New Zealanders with intellectual disability.
Shara is particularly interested in how data, accessibility, and human rights frameworks can reshape public systems to better include intellectually disabled people and their whānau. She has just completed postgraduate research exploring what meaningful accessibility looks like for people with intellectual disability.

Dr Huhana Hickey MNZM | Disability Rights Lawyer, Academic, Thought Leader
Dr Huhana Hickey (MNZM), Ngāti Tāhinga (Waikato) and Ngāti Ira (Whakatōhea), is an academic and disability rights lawyer. She lives with multiple sclerosis and was the first openly disabled Housing NZ Board member. She is a strong and unwavering advocate for whānau hauā and all disabled people.
Dr Hickey is a member of the New Zealand Human Rights Review Tribunal and was appointed a Member of the New Zealand Order of Merit in 2014 for services to people with disabilities. In 2021, she was inducted into the Attitude TV Hall of Fame in recognition of her longstanding work with the disability community, where she continues to be a prominent advocate and voice for disabled communities.
She is a mother, nana, wife, and aunty, and finds relaxation in music and art.


Panellists – Deciders/Thinkers

Rebecca Elvy | Deputy Chief Executive, Outreach and Innovation, Whaikaha, Ministry of Disabled People 

Rebecca leads the Outreach and Innovation team at Whaikaha and has oversight of many of the work programmes that promote accessibility.
 
She is an experienced senior leader, having been Chief Executive at the Human Rights Commission, Ngā Taonga Sound & Vision and Tregaskis Brown.  She is passionate about making a difference and delivering change that matters. 
 
Her public service background includes time at Treasury, the Department of Finance and Deregulation (Canberra), Te Kawa Mataaho | Public Service Commission, and the Ministry of Education, where she was responsible for leading the operational response to the Novapay failures in 2012.
 
During her time in Canberra, Rebecca worked with Australian central agencies during the design and policy processes for the establishment of the National Disability Insurance Scheme.  She has degrees in Strategic Studies, Business, Psychology, and Criminology.

Anusha Guler | Deputy Chief Executive, Operations, Electoral Commission
Anusha Guler is the Deputy Chief Executive, Operations at the New Zealand Electoral Commission.
Anusha has held a number of New Zealand public sector leadership roles, including Deputy Chief Executive Community and Partnerships at the Ministry for Ethnic Communities, Executive Director, Office of Ethnic Communities at the Department of Internal Affairs and Chief of Staff at Wellington City Council. Anusha’s roles have focused on working with communities and leading democracy at grassroots level.
Dr Emily Beausoleil | Associate Professor of Politics, Te Herenga Waka | Victoria University of Wellington 
Emily Beausoleil is an Associate Professor of Politics at Te Herenga Waka-Victoria University of Wellington and Co-Editor-in-Chief of Democratic Theory journal. Her award-winning research specialises in the conditions, challenges, and creative possibilities for democratic engagement in diverse societies, with particular attention to the capacity for voice and listening in conditions of inequality. As a 'pracademic,' she bridges disciplines and sectors and collaborates with communities to innovate designs for public dialogue that effectively encourage listening where it is difficult and most needed to address inequalities. Current research-led community collaborations include co-design and lead coordination of a nationwide training in effective anti-racist conversations, and lead researcher of Aotearoa New Zealand’s first Te Tiriti-led citizens’ assembly. In 2024 she received the international Distinguished Award for Civic and Community Engagement for this work, and as well as 40 articles and 10 book chapters, she’s the author of Staging Democracy: The Political Work of Live Performance.

Dr Robbie Francis Watene | Disabled Research Lead | Kairakahau Matua Whaikaha, Donald Beasley Institute
Robbie is a researcher, human rights defender, and disability advocate from Takanini, South Auckland. As Disabled Research Lead (Kairakahau Matua Whaikaha) at the Disability and Deaf-led research sector, Robbie leads and supports a team of disabled researchers and allies, overseeing a range of disabled-led and disability-inclusive human rights research projects. This includes the Disabled Person-Led Monitoring of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) in Aotearoa New Zealand.
Robbie holds a master's degree in international Conflict Resolution and Mediation and completed a PhD through the National Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies at the University of Otago in 2018. Over the past 15 years, Robbie has worked across the disability sector as a support worker, humanitarian documentarian, social entrepreneur, researcher, author, consultant, and advisor. This work has included collaboration with disabled people and disability organisations in France, Bangladesh, India, Mexico, Colombia, and Ecuador.
Alongside research and advocacy, Robbie contributes to a range of governance and advisory boards. Outside of professional life, Robbie is the proud parent of Mita and Te Kawehaumārie, whose energy and curiosity bring both immense joy and plenty of sleepless nights.

Panellists | Creators/Doers
 
Dr Sarah Paterson-Hamlin | Councillor, Whau Local Board, Auckland Council | Tāmaki Makaurau

Dr Sarah Paterson-Hamlin is an Auckland Councillor representing the Whau Ward. She was elected in 2025 having served one term on the Whau Local Board where she advocated for greater accessibility for tangata Whaikaha across Auckland Council’s activities, including successfully implementing Easy Read versions of key consultation documents. Her previous roles include management, fundraising, and advocacy for the New Zealand Down Syndrome Association, UpsideDowns, and Raukatauri Music Therapy Trust. She is originally from Dunedin and has a PhD in Literature from the University of Glasgow. She lives in Avondale with her husband, two young children, and an elderly cat. She is autistic with ADHD, as is her eldest son.

Nick Ruane | Disability Activist, Leader
 
Nick Ruane worked in Parliament for Mojo Mathers MP from 2013-14, was elected to the DPA NEC from 2015-17, and served as Co-Chair of the WCC Accessibility Advisory Group from 2017-23. 

Nick stood for Parliament in 2023 as a List candidate for Labour and recently contested the Wellington Bays selection in 2025 and is currently contesting for a List position for Labour in 2026. 

Nick bring's practical political experience at most levels, including door knocking, leading policy development, advocating for wins for disabled people, and working with elected officials at local and central government to advance disability issues.

Susan Martell | Legal Advisor, Aotearoa Disability Law (ADL)
Susan Martell is a passionate advocate for disability rights and a leading voice in disability law in Aotearoa New Zealand. As a senior legal advisor at Aotearoa Disability Law (ADL), Susan supports disabled people to understand and uphold their legal rights, with a particular focus on human rights, health law, mental health, and supported decision-making.
With a background in both community and legal advocacy, Susan brings deep empathy and expertise to her work. She is committed to advancing equity and access to justice, ensuring disabled people are empowered to participate fully in decisions that affect their lives. Through her role at ADL, Susan regularly provides legal education, individual advocacy, and systemic input to improve policy and legal frameworks.
Susan is a strong believer in the principles of Te Tiriti o Waitangi and works in partnership with Māori and tāngata whaikaha Māori to advocate for culturally responsive approaches to disability rights. Her work also includes contributing to national conversations around legal reform and the need for more inclusive, accessible systems.
Respected across the sector for her integrity, compassion, and legal acumen, Susan continues to champion a more inclusive and rights-based approach to justice in Aotearoa.

Will Kim | Kiwi Access Manager, Hospitality New Zealand
Will Kim is the Kiwi Access Manager at Hospitality New Zealand, where he leads the delivery of the physical Kiwi Access Card as well as its evolution into the first trusted Photo-ID digital credential for Aotearoa. His work sits at the intersection of digital identity, accessibility, and real-world usability. Focused on ensuring that age verification and identity systems are inclusive, secure, and easy to use for all New Zealanders.
Closely involved in New Zealand’s emerging digital identity ecosystem, he contributed to interoperability efforts and alignment with international standards for verifiable credentials. This work is grounded in a commitment to practical, human-centred solutions that carefully balance privacy, trust, and access. Particularly for communities who may face barriers within traditional identity systems.
Drawing on frontline implementation experience, Will explores how physical and digital identity systems can work in harmony to enable safer, more inclusive access to services, support civic participation, and strengthen engagement in democratic processes.
Moderators

Piotr Mierzejewski | Director, Aotearoa New Zealand Association of Social Workers | Te Rōpū Tauwhiro i Aotearoa
Piotr Mierzejewski is a respected social work professional, educator, and disability advocate with more than two decades of experience across the health, disability, education, and community sectors in Aotearoa New Zealand. He currently teaches within the social work and health sciences programmes at the University of Otago, where he is recognised for combining academic knowledge with practical, lived experience to support the next generation of social workers.
Holding a Master of Social and Community Work, Piotr has built a diverse career that includes frontline social work, ACC-accredited support for people with serious injuries and complex claims, disability advocacy, community mentoring, and professional training. His work has consistently focused on promoting inclusion, equity, and person-centred practice. Drawing on his own lived experience of disability, he brings valuable insight into accessibility, empowerment, and the importance of responsive support systems. 
Piotr is actively involved with the Aotearoa New Zealand Association of Social Workers, contributing to social change, policy development, and advocacy efforts that strengthen the profession and amplify the voices of marginalised communities. Through his teaching, practice, and leadership, he remains committed to advancing social justice and helping create a more inclusive and compassionate society for all.

Umi Asaka | Researcher and Education Coordinator, Donald Beasley Institute
Umi Asaka is a Researcher and Education coordinator at the Donald Beasley Institute. Her primary role involves working on the Disabled Person-Led Monitoring of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Umi graduated with a Bachelor of Social Work from the University of Otago in 2019. She came to New Zealand from Japan when she was 15 years old. Having lived experience of disability and cultural diversity, she is passionate about envisioning and working towards a society where no one is left behind through research, activism, and community work.

	
	
	



