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MAY IT PLEASE THE TRIBUNAL 

Introduction 

 
1. This joint statement is prepared and filed on behalf of: 

a. A claim by Tania Kingi on behalf of Te Roopu Waiora (Wai 3073); and 

b. A claim by Steven Wilson and Karen Pointon on behalf of Ngāti Turi 

(Māori Deaf) (Wai 2143).  

(together “the claimants”) 

 

Te Roopu Waiora  

 
2. Te Roopu Waiora is a unique kaupapa Maaori consumer-based 

organisation, founded in 2001, governed entirely by whaanau 

experiencing physical, sensory, and intellectual disabilities (whaanau 

hauaa) based in South Auckland. 

3. The primary objective of Te Roopu Waiora is mana whaanau: placing the 

direction of life back into the hands of whaanau. This includes efforts to 

restore the role and capacity of whaanau to collectively care for, benefit 

from, thrive and be whole, with the support of Maaori communities, hapuu 

and iwi.  

4. Whaanau awhi whaanau to utilise their personal and collective 

hauaatanga expertise and reconnect with their communities, marae, 

hapuu and iwi. The focus is to rediscover and reintroduce indigenous and 

traditional Maaori knowledge, responses to tiipuna and atua with 

impairments, and relationship principles connecting whaanau hauaa to te 

ao Maaori. 

Taangata Turi  

 
5. Taangata Turi are a culturally and linguistically distinct group. Taangata 

Turi are not Maaori or Deaf, they are both. This means that they are  
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distinct from Maaori hearing and non-Maaori Deaf. Ms Karen Pointon puts 

it this way:1 

I am often asked if I am Maaori first or Deaf first, but the answer is 

that I am both at the same time, I am Taangata Turi. 

6. Taangata Turi do not identify as disabled. Instead, Taangata Turi 

experience a disabling, colonising, and fragmenting world.  

7. Maaori have historically, and continue today, to be over-represented 

within the Deaf community, who comprise of somewhere between 34% 

and 44% (nearly half) of the total Deaf population.  

8. At its core, the Taangata Turi claim concerns the persistent issues of 

disproportionality and inequity faced by Taangata Turi is the prohibition 

and suppression of the human right to language.2 In the words of Karen 

Pointon: “Language is the heart that draws us together.”3  

Concepts of Disability and whaanau hauaa4 

 
9. Concepts of disability are primarily Eurocentric in origin and have been 

imposed upon iwi Maaori since the beginning of colonial rule.  Deficit 

descriptors borne from western concepts of disability, such as “disabled”, 

“abnormal”, “deformed”, “handicapped”, “crippled” and “retarded” are all 

terms used to vilify, denigrate, distance, and isolate those who are 

‘disabled’ from those who are not. The practice of confinement through 

institutionalisation has inflicted immeasurable harm on iwi Maaori 

generally and whaanau hauaa specifically.   

10. There is no evidence in tribal bodies of knowledge that disability as a 

concept existed prior to colonisation. Although ‘hauaa’ in the modern 

dictionary means ‘disabled, lame, crippled’, the first edition of the Williams 

Maaori dictionary published in 1844 records ‘hauaa’ as meaning ‘angry’.  

This makes sense, as the preceding word is ‘hau’ or wind, that Maaori 

 
1  Karen at [58].  
2  Wai 2575, H011(g)p19 Dr Kirsten Smiler, Nick Bowden, Dr Sheree Gibb and Dr Jesse Kokaua.  
3  Wai 2575, H3 Karen Pointon at [121]. 
4  Brief of evidence of Tania Kingi – prepared for the Health Kaupapa Inquiry (Wai 2575, #J13). 
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associate to Taawhirimaatea, Atua of the winds and one of our most 

prominent deities in te ao Maaori.    

11. Drawing on the creation narrative, it is commonly retold that 

Taawhirimaatea – through anger, despair and overwhelming love for his 

father Ranginui, tore out his eyes, crushed them in his palms, then cast 

them to the chest of his father, thereby creating Matariki.  Professor Rangi 

Matamua (2019) recalls the full name of Matariki as ‘Nga mata o te Ariki 

Taawhirimaatea’, the eyes of Taawhirimaatea.  As noted by Matamua, 

Professor Pou Temara points out ‘He atua kaapoo a Taawhirimaatea’ - 

Taawhirimaatea is a blind god.  

12. Language expresses how a society thinks. Unlike English, Aboriginal 

languages do not maintain dualistic hierarchies or opposing categories 

like he/she, abnormal/normal, disabled and abled. Rich in verbs and 

events, happenings and descriptions, indigenous languages connect its 

people on all spheres, conversing with mountains, rivers and trees, the 

living and the dead. English however describes objects as inanimate, 

disconnected and separate.   

13. We use the term ‘whaanau hauaa’ to recognise the physical, spiritual, 

emotional belonging and inseparable connection to the most important 

component of Maaori society, whaanau.  Although damaged and in 

disarray through the destruction colonisation brings, whaanau as the 

anchor to our histories, traditions, ancestors and future generations, our 

source of wellbeing, remains.    

14. The paramountcy of the individual in disability rhetoric continues to 

undermine whaanau. The more insidious colonial practice is executed 

through the application of ableism. Grounding western concepts of 

disability in society means people are disempowered, considered inferior 

and in need of saving. Ableism as a system of non-disabled privilege, is 

a reality.  However, if Maaori are to reclaim their knowledges, practices 

and beliefs, ie.  their Tiriti rights, there is no disempowering of whaanau 

hauaa.     
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Origins of ‘Disability’  

Religious model   

 
15. Among the numerous models and definitions, the oldest model of 

disability and the one considered of most influence, is the religious model, 

originating from Judeo-Christian traditions.    

16. The Old Testament makes biblical references to disability as a curse or 

punishment inflicted on individuals or their ancestors, to show God’s 

displeasure for doing the devil’s work or practicing witchcraft. The 

devastating influence of clergy interpretation and homiletics has had far 

reaching impacts throughout the ages.  It is at this point in history, we see 

a clear denigration and condemnation of people with disabilities by 

equating impairments with sin, evil or spiritual deviance.   

17. Islamic principles, however, don’t attribute disability to wrongdoing by 

individuals, but instead see impairments as a challenge set by Allah. Islam 

refers to those with special needs as disadvantaged, rather than disabled. 

The Qur’an and the Hadith view disadvantage and struggle as a natural 

part of human nature, with a strong emphasis on providing care and 

protecting the rights of people with disabilities.     

Doctrine of Discovery  

 
18. A series of declarations by popes in the 15th century gave religious 

authority for Christian Empires to invade and subjugate non-Christian 

lands, peoples, and sovereign nations, while imposing their culture on 

indigenous populations and claiming their resources without their 

knowledge or consent.  

19. The Doctrine was used when Europe/British Empires were embarking on 

wide scale colonial expansion. Columbus, Megallan, Cook and Hobson 

all took the Doctrine as their legal authority to claim and invade indigenous 

lands and peoples, using the same ideology and source, as that of the 

religious model of disability.    
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Slavery and Colonisation  

 
20. The description of indigenous peoples used by colonisers is similar to the 

perception of disabled people by Christian clergy: less than human, sinful, 

abnormal, deformed, intellectually degenerate. This was also the period 

of the trans-Atlantic slave trade with some scholars advancing that 

‘slavery was not abolished, it just evolved into colonisation,’ and 

furthermore, that ‘disability is a tool of colonisation’.  

21. In England and some cities in America, there were laws against disabled 

people appearing in public. The Unsightly Beggar Ordinances of the 17 th 

century targeted the poor and disabled people and anyone with an 

appearance of disability or deformity, including any indicators, such as 

limping: Any person who is diseased, maimed, mutilated, or in any way 

deformed, so as to be an unsightly or disgusting object, or an improper 

person to be allowed in or on the streets, highways, thoroughfares, or 

public places in the city, shall not therein or thereon expose himself or 

herself to public view.   This is where the religious model of disability is 

embedded in law.   

The Medical Model  

 
22. The most dominant of the disability models is the medical model. It is 

based on the theory that the struggle people with disabilities experience, 

is caused by the individual themselves, and what’s wrong with their bodies 

and minds, rather than society’s attitudinal or physical barriers.   

23. The medical model was popularised in the 17th century and was described 

by Foucalt (1994) as the theory of ‘The Abnormals’ requiring fixing, 

classification, and rectifying. Judicial and medical bodies authorised 

automatic confinement of ‘births of blindness and deaf muteness, of 

imbeciles, of the retarded, nerve-disordered, and the unbalanced.’   

24. Institutionalisation and confinement ensured protection of the ‘normals’ 

therefore abnormality was to be removed and corrected, a theory that 

continues to inform systemic beliefs and convention.    
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The Charity Model  

 
25. The disability movement has long criticized some of the strategies and 

portrayals used in fund raising efforts by charities. This model presents 

the individual as needy or pitiful, desperate to be fixed or cured. Publicly 

parading children with disabilities in telethons and fund-raising events to 

generate compassionate donations is common practice.    

26. Although charities aim to support people with disabilities, some have 

offended and frustrated members of the very population they try to help.  

Disabled leaders claim that the message from charities portray the 

disabled as deserving assistance through the public’s generosity and not 

as a matter of right.  The charity model leads people to believe that the 

disabled are not contributing members of society – further alienating this 

community and feeding discriminatory behaviour. In addition, receiving 

charity is stigmatising while benevolence carries with it an expectation of 

gratitude. It is further claimed that when charity provides people with what 

they need, society shirks its collective social responsibility for assuring the 

rights of people with disabilities are recognized and upheld.    

The Social Model of Disability  

 
27. The social model of disability is the one most advocates pursue. 

Developed in the 1970s by people with disabilities, it makes the distinction 

between ‘impairment’ and ‘disability’. In this model, the cause of functional 

limitation (impairment) is separated from external factors that create the 

concept of ‘disability’. These factors or the way society is organised needs 

to be changed so that barriers and discrimination are eliminated and 

participation of people with impairments is achieved. Until this occurs, 

people will continue to identify as ‘being disabled’ to reflect societal 

barriers, discrimination, and the disabling process.    

28. The social model moves the state of disability from the individual to the 

environment. Critics of the social model claim that the notion of disability 

existing only because of society’s failings, does not recognise and 

consider the nature of impairment, pain levels or the medical needs of 

disabled people (Owens, 2015; Shakespeare and Watson, 2001).  Ellis 
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highlights a critical point by arguing that this model neglects cultural 

representation (2015), a view shared by Waldschmidt (2018), who 

challenges the perception that disability can be solved through 

accessibility and human rights’ policies, at the exclusion of cultural values.    

Intersectionality  

 
29. The intersectionality debate in this country has primarily come from a 

feminist and disability rights standpoint rather than an Indigenous or 

Maaori sovereignty position. Identity politics have some scholars 

concerned that intersectionality as a concept, restricts and dilutes 

complex representations.  

30. There are different historical conditions that cause marginalisation of 

populations, which cannot be reduced to the same ontological level.  

Individualism is also a characteristic of intersectionality, whereby the 

oppression of generations of people is not fully realised.  

31. The medical model influences the way our health sector operates. These 

models are all constructed on people’s knowledge, belief systems, how 

they respond and behave. The common factor is that they are all western 

models, and their intent, formed centuries ago, is still active, and felt 

today.  All models identify people with disabilities as a distinct, separate 

population.   

32. This is important to note when considering indigenous worldviews and, in 

this case, Te ao Maaori. 

Tangata Turi 

 
33. Taangata Turi do not identify as disabled. Instead, Taangata Turi 

experience a disabling, colonising and fragmenting world.  

34. Since the signing of Te Tiriti o Waitangi, successive governments have 

advanced and embedded racist, ableist, audist, and colonial agendas, 

particularly in the areas of health and education.5 This has been 

 
5  Wai 2575, H11(a) p4 Dr Kirsten Smiler, Nick Bowden, Dr Sheree Gibb and Dr Jesse Kokaua.  
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reinforced through systems of institutionalism.6 These processes 

destroyed Taangata Turi access to language as well as removed 

generations of Tamariki Turi their whaanau, hapuu, and whenua. 

Compulsory institutionalisation was part of the Crown’s health and 

disability response to remove and/or assimilate populations that were not 

seen as contributing to or valued within New Zealand’s colonial society.7 

35. Because of this, Taangata Turi are not truly part of either the Deaf or 

Maaori world, and instead are stranded in between.  

36. In the words of the late Taangata Turi leader, Patrick Thompson:8  

Our Maaori Deaf are hiding, they are not confident to be in the 

community. Communication is the barrier. 

It’s dual oppression, we are doubly disadvantaged. It’s a 

Paakehaa education system, led by Paakehaa Deaf. No Maaori 

perspective. Paakehaa Deaf achieve better because everything is 

designed for them 

Dislocation from te ao Maaori  

 
37. From 1880, the early colonial government established an intentional 

system of institutionalism, a system founded in Western ableist and audist 

ideology,9 based on the principles of the 1880 Milan Congress which 

demoted the status of sign languages as inferior to spoken languages.10  

38. Sign languages became ‘underground’ languages and institutionalisation 

via oralist methods was the primary approach for educating hearing-

impaired children from 1800 up until the early 1980s.11  

39. The colonial imposition of Deaf institutionalisation has meant that 

generations of Tamariki Turi were removed from their whaanau, hapuu, 

and whenua, or entire whaanau relocated to the major centres.12 Either 

way, Tamariki Turi and/or whaanau Turi were severed from te ao Maaori. 

 
6  Wai 2575, H11 p39. 
7  Wai 2575, H11 p98, see also legislation such as 21(4) of the School Attendance Act 1901.   
8  Wai 2575, H006 p9 Patrick Thompson in Stephanie Awheto. 
9  Wai 2575, H11 p7. 
10  Wai 2575, H11 p27. 
11  Wai 2575, H11 p27. 
12  The two main institutions were the School for the Deaf in Kelston and Van Asch in Christchurch.  
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The impact of these developments was profound, well recorded, and 

continue to be critically felt within Turi whaanau today.  

40. The current and intergenerational effects of this severance have been 

spoken by all Taangata Turi witnesses that have appeared before the 

Tribunal. Not only were Tamariki Turi severed from te ao Maaori, but 

many Taangata Turi have not been able to pass this maatauranga onto 

their children because of this severance and continued to struggle to 

access te ao Maaori today.13 

41. For example, Whiti Ronaki (b.1954) shared: 

For a very long time I had no concept or understanding of what being 

Maaori meant. When I was young, I knew I had different coloured skin. 

But no one told me where my colour was from or what it meant.14 

At my biological Dad's funeral in my early 20s, there was no interpreter. 

That was when I found out that he was my dad.15 

I went to my marae when I was growing up, but I just thought it was a 

beautiful house.16 

My boys did lead kapa haka at Rosehill Collegue. The teacher asked 

them both about their whakapapa and when they came home, they 

asked me, and it was really upsetting because I couldn't give them that 

information. I was just so sorry that I couldn’t do that for them because 

I had missed out on that.17 

42. Milton Reedy (b.1960) states:  

I still feel like I don’t have a connection to my Maaori culture. I have a 

connection to my Deaf culture, but less to my Maaori side. I am trying 

to play catch up, but access to te ao Maaori is still difficult.18 

I was only exposed to te ao Maaori at tangi and on the marae in 

Gisborne. I was very isolated, and I missed out immensely on my 

culture. I still feel there is a disconnect to my culture. A part of me is 

missing.19 

 
13  Wai 2575, H006 p18 Stephanie Awheto. 
14  Wai 2575, J012 p6.  
15  Wai 2575, J012 p6. 
16  Wai 2575, J012 p6.  
17  Wai 2575, J012 p9. 
18  Wai 2575, H005 p7.  
19  Wai 2575, H005 p7.  
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43. The late Stephanie Awheto speaks of the late Patrick Thompson (b.1964): 

The biggest impact on Patrick was his inability to stand and koorero on 

his marae. His father was a rangatira and kaikoorero of Ngaati Paoa, 

and Patrick always thought that was a role that he should have been 

able to step in to. His biggest loss was not being able to participate in 

te ao Maaori like he saw others doing. He started in the kitchen like 

everyone else, but he saw them moving into other roles and he never 

was able to, and he resented that he was not given those 

opportunities.20 

Denial of language  

 
44. At its core, the Taangata Turi claim is about language. Many parallels 

have been drawn between the suppression of te reo Maaori and the 

suppression of NZSL. Karen Pointon states:  

Signing was forbidden. Kelston School enforced lip reading, 

vocalisation and English. I leant from my nana about how te reo Maaori 

was banned at school in her time, just like signing was banned at 

school in my time.21  

45. The late Stephanie Awheto explains that NZSL is closely related to both 

British and Australian Sign Language. NZSL was developed by the Deaf 

community itself, largely within Deaf schools. Although sign language was 

banned in schools until the late 70s, and signed English (total 

communication) enforced until the early 90s, NZSL originated as an 

underground language from these communities of Deaf children. NZSL 

was not incorporated into Deaf education until 1993.22 

46. Up until the 1980s, whaanau were told not to use visual language or cues 

with their Tamariki, and instead to face their children and speak: 

Then one day my parents stopped using sign, suddenly they wanted 

me to lip read and vocalise. They used gestures until I started high 

school, as the staff told them they couldn’t use gestures at home 

anymore. This was very hard for me, a barrier had come between my 

 
20  Wai 2575, H006 p18 Stephanie Awheto. 
21  Wai 2575, H3 Karen Pointon at [30]. 
22  Wai 2575, H006 p20 Stephanie Awheto. 
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whaanau and I, and I did not understand this sudden change. This 

destroyed the relationship I had with my parents for a long time.23 

47. The prohibition and suppression of the human right to language by the 

Crown was felt by whaanau in many ways, including siblings of Tamariki 

Turi who became communicators from a very young age and who were 

constantly called upon to translate, using home signs developed between 

the children themselves.24 

48. A further critical factor relating to Taangata Turi severance from te ao 

Maaori is how NZSL has developed and the persistent lack of Maaori and 

trilingual NZSL interpreters.  

49. The late Stephanie Awheto also explains the conceptual gap between the 

development of NZSL and te ao Maaori:25 

Given these Paakehaa run schools, and the origins of NZSL, some 

signs that were developed do not appropriately reflect te reo Maaori 

and te ao Maaori.  

Without Maaori signs, there is often a conceptual gap when translating 

between Maaori and NZSL. This is because kupu Maaori have 

historically been translated first into English, and then into NZSL.  

For example, the old sign for “hangi” took its action from the English 

word “hang”. This has now been changed to illustrate the way that 

hangi is cooked in the ground. The old sign for Manukau was signed 

like ‘man’ and then ‘cow’, rather than the meaning behind that 

placename. Papatoetoe was the letter P and then a point to each of 

your toes and so on.  

50. Although this conceptual gap has been identified for several decades, 

very little resourcing has been allocated to work on appropriately aligning 

NZSL with te ao Maaori:26  

In the mid 90s there was some funding for programmes for te reo 

Maaori NZSL classes. We ran them at Hoani Waititi Marae, Patrick 

Thompson, Richard Peri and I. We started with signing Maaori 

 
23  Wai 2575, H010(a) p2.  
24  Wai 2575, J027 p2 CONFIDENTIAL. 
25  Wai 2575, H006 p7.  
26  Wai 2575, H006 p7 and p15. 
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concepts and built that up. These programmes ended after a while 

because there was no more resourcing.  

51. The lack of trilingual and Maaori NZSL interpreters continues to sever 

Taangata Turi from te ao Maaori. Many Taangata Turi witnesses spoke 

of their experiences. For example, Whiti Ronaki (b.1954) states: 

I also did not have an interpreter at my brother's tangi in the early 

2000s. I wanted to get up and tell my story about my brother, I wanted 

to know what others had to say. But I was left behind, I missed out on 

everything. I was the only one who didn't have a voice.27 

Traditional Maaori knowledge  

 
52. Whānau hauaa bear the brunt of colonisation and thus any discussion of 

identity and culture must centre whaanau hauaa. 

53. In pre-colonial times, Taangata Turi were imbedded within whaanau, 

hapuu and iwi structures. Importantly, there are inherent connections 

within te ao Maaori and methods of visual communication:  

Maatauranga shared as a part of this research uncovered whakapapa 

of hapuu who had used visual communication in previous generations 

amongst hearing and deaf members. In these whakapapa koorero, 

kaumatua recently witnessed Taangata Turi leading whaikorero in 

NZSL, recalling and relaying to the wider hapuu that they had a 

whakapapa of visual communication; kaumatua positioned the visual 

modality, and bimodalism as a ‘social and practical advantage’ to those 

with preferences for spoken modalities alone. In this summary, this key 

informant noted the ‘performative’ aspects of whaikoorero as evidence 

of linguistic tradition which has reverence for embodied 

communication. These summations align with other hearing Whaanau 

Turi participants who also noted the mana of performative 

communication such as kapa haka, and other visual arts, in Maaori 

society.28 

We can assume that in a pre-colonial context, an indigenous sign 

language/s may have emerged where there was a critical mass of deaf 

and/or impaired people.29 

 
27  Wai 2575, J012 p6.  
28  Wai 2575, H11 p23. 
29  Wai 2575, H11 p24. 
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54. Hape, acknowledged in famous landmarks and tohunga of Tainui, Whee 

from whom all Ngaati Hine descend, Pou-kopa and Pou-toomuri, 

celebrated warriors of Ngaati Awa; Turikaatuku, wife of Hongi Hika and 

credited as his war strategist; Pukaki of Te Arawa, immortalised in our 

currency, on the face of the 20-cent coin. These are but a few of our 

tiipuna who had what we call today ‘disabilities’.   

55. Concepts such as mana ariki and mana rangatira must uphold pre-

colonial notions of hautipua. Prior to colonial rule, hautipua were 

celebrated, revered, and sometimes feared due to the power and skills 

they possessed. These rangatira were connected and inseparable from 

their hapuu and political structures. Tiipuna and their contributions to their 

people were valued and their differences embraced and celebrated, not 

denigrated or vilified. They proudly carried names that described their 

differences, Hape, Matakerepo, Pou-kopa and Pou-tomuri. They were 

connected and inseparable from their hapuu, iwi, their whenua, and their 

environment.30 

56. The term ‘hautipua’ describes remarkable beings; who were celebrated, 

revered and sometimes feared due to the power and skills they 

possessed.  This term applied to a number of tohunga, atua and tiipuna 

who are well known in iwi histories.   

57. For Te Roopu Waiora, a platform like Hautipua is critical. This is a national 

forum inviting whaanau hauaa to come together, share information, 

explore maatauranga Maaori and iwi knowledge in relation to 

hauaatanga, and koorero about Indigenous experiences of disability. This 

is also an opportunity for whaanau hauaa to discover our own knowledge, 

plan our way forward and make decisions about our representation and 

engagement with government.31 

58. Hautipua is fluid, where whaanau move freely, in and out as they can and 

need. There is no board, or exclusive membership. Its only requirement 

 
30  Wai 2575, #J13 at [86].  
31  Wai 2575, #J13 at [32](g).  
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to receive the mauri kohatu at hui throughout the country, is to have the 

korowai of mana whenua. 

59. The notion that people with disabilities are deformed, abnormal and have 

something wrong with them is now well entrenched in society and Maaori 

communities. Colonialism continues to oppress maatauranga Maaori by 

defining ‘disability and ableism.’ Through these applications, we now have 

a jagged, separate view of ourselves.  Disability and ableism are divisive 

terms that express opposing, hierarchical binaries at play, and as such 

have no place in te ao Maaori.   

 

Dated at Wellington this 2nd day of September 2025 

 

______________________________________ 

Tania Kingi on behalf of the claimants   
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