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I am really pleased to be with you today, at this national conference of the 
New Zealand Federation of Vocational and Support Services. 
 
I love the idea of elevating allies and collaborators to be the key theme of your 
time together.   To me the concept of collaboration and building on our natural 
supports is as essential to life as oxygen is to breathing. 
 
We breathe in, we breathe out; we embrace the fresh air of new possibilities, 
and we release that which we no longer need.   It’s all about shifting 
authorities, changing perspectives, to achieve the outcomes and the 
opportunities that are waiting to be ours. 
 
Some of you here might remember a movie in the 80s called Waiting to 
Exhale.   
 
The concept of the movie was that four women were holding their breath until 
that one good man came along.   There was the divorcee; the woman in love 
with a married man; the woman who was in love with a man who was simply 
no good; the woman still in love with her ex-husband. 
 
Sometimes in life, we sit poised, waiting to exhale, waiting to take back control 
of our lives. 
 
This conference is a chance to remind ourselves, that life is not about holding 
our breath till we turn blue; literally running out of steam. 
 
My greatest wish – not just as Minister of Disability Issues – but also as a 
mother, a grandmother, and a great grandmother – is to see all of us taking a 
whole-of-life approach; and conspiring to make it happen. 
 



Conspiring is a great word for allies and collaborators to wrap our lips around.   
It comes from the Latin words – con spirare – and literally means to breathe 
together.  It is about all of us breathing in, breathing out, with the same sense 
of urgency to our goals. 
 
I want to congratulate the Federation for your courage and your initiative in 
moving the debate forward about how to ensure better opportunities and 
outcomes can be created for people with disabilities.   
 
It is a debate that is central the development of an inclusive society. 
 
In the Ministerial Committee on Disability Issues, we have priorities three key 
areas for all government agencies to focus on:  
 

- Modern disability support  
- Accessible New Zealand 
- Contributing citizens. 

 
These themes are a way of orientating our thinking to ensure we are 
developing enabling communities; communities in which families are resilient 
and self-driven; and where disabled persons are setting their own agenda and 
accessing the right support to make it happen. 
 
The arrival of Tuhana – Facilitating Inclusive Communities  - is therefore 
extremely timely.   A strong theme within Tuhana is that of shifting authority. 
 
I’ll let you into a little secret – shifting authority is something I have invested a 
great deal of my life in doing. 
 
And before the headlines are written, I’m not talking about eliminating 
authority – or even overthrowing authority – much as these ideas sometimes 
appeal! 
 
I just happen to believe what Albert Einstein said once and that is that 
“unthinking respect for authority is the greatest enemy of truth”! 
 
I want to see authority used in ways which are enabling, and which reflect and 
respect the notions of trusting relationships. 
 



I’m talking about the notion of rediscovering our authority as whanau; 
restoring responsibilities and obligations to care for our own. 
 
Within te Ao Maori we have the concept of tuakana/teina which is based on 
the principle of ako – which means to learn – and which also means to teach.  
Tuakana/teina is a vital dynamic of whanaungatanga.   It is about loyalty, 
obligations, commitment and an inbuilt support system.  Tuakana literally 
means the older sibling, teina the younger one. 
 
In the Maori world it is absolutely acceptable for the learner to shift roles and 
become the teacher and for the teacher to become the learner. 
 
Tuakana/teina is a wonderful model of shifting authority.  It means that 
knowledge is shared and learning expanded through different eyes. 
 
I see a lot in common between the tuakana/teina model and the notion of 
shifting authority into what you are calling person drive services – and what I 
would interpret as whanau driven. 
 
Shifting authority is about changing the focus away from a provider – or a 
government agency dictating what programmes a persons should receive – to 
the person saying what they want and the provider making it happen. 
 
I’ve just returned from a conference in Adelaide where I was inspired by the 
initiatives taken in the Community Living Project.  This is a project which is 
determined to leave no stone unturned in their resolve to find the best ways to 
support people with disabilities to be living the life they want in their own 
homes. 
 
A key factor to their success is what they call the Circles of Friends.  This is a 
simple and yet brilliant concept of support in which friends and extended 
family are invited – and encouraged – to look out for the interests of the 
disabled person by literally wrapping a circle of friends around them. 
 
After this conference, we might call them Circles of Collaborators conspiring to 
make the difference! 
 
The focus is very much on assisting the person at the centre of the circle to 
identify and plan to achieve their hopes and dreams. 
 



I came across a lovely quote the other day by African American poet and 
activist, Maya Angelou. 
 

Life is not measured by the number of breaths we take, but by the 
moments that take our breath away. 

 
It seems to me a perfect message for what you have been doing in these last 
two days, in creating learning communities, and being determined that nobody 
is alone, no one gets left behind or forgotten. 
 
I have been working with my officials at the Ministry of Health to do what we 
can to develop a model that will better support disabled people.  
 
And I think we will soon be in a position to give people more choice and 
control over the support they receive.  A driving force in the new model is to 
focus on outcomes and value for money – rather than systems and processes. 
 
We are giving greater priority to the coordination of information and support 
at the local level, as well as investing in an approach which builds on the 
concept of Whanau Ora in aiming to reconnect and strengthen the 
relationships between the disabled person and their family. 
 
Alongside this model, I was really pleased that in Budget 2010 we have been 
able to give priority to a public awareness initiative to combat the negative 
attitudes which do so much to erode the spirit and diminish self-esteem. 
 
I am really pleased that Government is investing three million dollars in a 
campaign which is essentially about addressing the social environment that 
tolerates or accepts exclusion of disabled people. 
 
We are aiming for a paradigm shift through a collaborative approach across 
organisations and sectors to change attitudes, behaviours and the 
environment.  Among the principles that guide the programme are that it must 
be lead through the participation of disabled people and their families; and it 
should build on the great work that has been done already in areas like the 
Employers’ Disability Network or the IHC/CCS Disability Action project on “our 
stories”. 
 
As I looked over the conference programme it was the emphasis given to your 
stories that really stood out.  Over the course of this conference you have 



heard the stories of parents and professionals, the stories about the forgotten 
learners; the amazing stories from Te Aho Takitoru – whanau-centred care. 
 
Your international keynote – Michael Kendrick – has shared his stories about 
how to create the right relationships, how to become better allies; - or as 
Interactionz would say, how to build the bridge from both sides. 
 
This is such an exhilirating time for making change happen, for shifting 
authority.  I want to personally acknowledge so many friends, allies and 
collaborators within the audience, that have helped me in my own journey as 
Minister of Disability Issues.   
 
I want to thank you all for the commitment that you have made to me, of 
collaborating, cooperating and working together for the best interests of 
disabled people and their families and whanau. 
 
We are no longer ‘waiting to exhale’ – our single focus must be on creating 
lives full of moments which take our breath away.  Let the excitement of this 
conference be just one moment of many. 
 


