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Kia ora koutou,
Here is my latest newsletter, bringing you up to date with activities of the Board of Directors as Chair of the Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind. I’m pleased to share highlights from our Board meeting held in New Plymouth on 9 May. This meeting was one of several the Board attended during a busy two day visit to New Plymouth.
We opened the public meeting with karakia and the whakataukī “Kotahi te aho ka whati, ki te kāpuia e kore e whati” — a single strand of flax is easy to break, but many strands together will stand strong.
“Unity is strength”, and is a direct reference to the power of the collective.
As a Board, we are here to serve and represent the membership as a whole. Together, we continue to strengthen the voice of blind, deafblind, and low vision people across Aotearoa New Zealand.
Whaikaha presentation
We were pleased to welcome Paula Tesoriero, Chief Executive of Whaikaha — Ministry of Disabled People, to the open Board meeting.
Paula spoke about Whaikaha’s priorities and the wider disability system, including the New Zealand Disability Strategy, employment, accessibility, alternate formats, data, and practical change across government.
Directors had the opportunity to raise issues that matter to our community, including access to health services, employment pathways, mentoring and role models, accessibility legislation, assistance dog access, and the importance of practical implementation.
The discussion reinforced the importance of RNZFB continuing to be active in national conversations about accessibility, rights, independence, and inclusion.
Constitution Review
The Board continued its discussion on the independent review of the RNZFB Constitution. The report was first considered at the March Board meeting. At that time, the Board agreed that not all recommendations needed to be progressed immediately and asked the Governance Committee to consider the recommendations further and develop a proposed way forward.
The Governance Committee has since reviewed the recommendations in more detail, including through discussion with Simpson Grierson.
The Board has agreed that the Simpson Grierson report be made available to members who request it. To request a copy of the report, please contact the Board Secretary at boardsecretary@blindlowvision.org.nz  or phone the BLVNZ Contact Centre on 0800 24 33 33.
Client Reference Group
Progress continues on establishing the Client Reference Group.
The group will provide another important way for clients and members to contribute to the development and monitoring of services. The selection process has been completed, and the Board looks forward to the group beginning its work.
This is one of the ways we are strengthening engagement and ensuring lived experience is closer to the decisions that affect services.
Client Service Panel
The Client Service Panel has been appointed and is currently being onboarded. We look forward to sharing more on this at the next Board Meeting. 
Technology
The Board discussed technology support services, and noted that technology support remains an important issue for members and clients. Management advised that this work is linked to timing and to the broader Client Services change process currently underway.
Technology, including assistive technology and emerging tools such as artificial intelligence, remains one of the Board’s strategic areas of interest. We know that technology can significantly affect independence, access, employment, communication, and participation for blind, deafblind, and low vision people.
Consumer Organisation events
The Board discussed the importance of attending Consumer Organisation AGMs and conferences.
These events help the Board hear what different parts of the community are saying, understand the issues that matter to members and clients, and maintain strong relationships.
The 2026 Consumer Organisation AGM and conference dates are as follows:
1. Deafblind Association NZ AGM on 16 August 2026, venue either Auckland or Wellington.
1. Retina NZ AGM on Saturday 6 September from 10:00am to 4:00pm at BLVNZ, 121 Adelaid Road, Wellington.
1. Blind Citizens NZ AGM and Conference on Friday 9 October at Ascot Park Hotel in Invercargill starting at 9:00am concluding after the Conference Dinner on Saturday 10 October.
1. PVI Conference and AGM on Saturday 31 October to Monday 2 November in Hamilton.
1. Blind Sport NZ AGM on Saturday 28 November at 9:00am via Zoom.
Youth Council
The Board received an update on the Youth Council.
This is an exciting development and creates an important opportunity for young blind, deafblind, and low vision people to have a stronger voice within BLVNZ. It also has the potential to support and connect with other young people across the motu.
The Board sees the Youth Council as an exciting step in strengthening youth engagement and helping young people shape the future of BLVNZ.
Braille Project
The Board received a progress update on the Braille Project and is pleased to see continued momentum in this work.
Roaming Dogs
The Board discussed the serious issue of roaming and uncontrolled dogs.
This remains a major safety concern for guide dog handlers, clients, staff, volunteers, and the wider community. The organisation is working to better map incidents and identify hotspots, so that we can move from simply reacting to events toward a more proactive approach.
BLVNZ is also continuing to work with councils, strengthen safety training for guide dog handlers and dogs, and contribute to policy and advocacy work.
The Board noted that the Dog Control Act is due for review. BLVNZ expects to be involved in consultation and sees this as an important opportunity to advocate for systemic change that improves safety for guide dog handlers and the wider community.
Members are strongly encouraged to report incidents through the appropriate channels, as good reporting helps build the evidence needed for change.
Supported Living Payment blind exemption
The Board discussed concerns that some clients may be receiving inconsistent or incorrect information about the Supported Living Payment blind exemption.
It has now been confirmed that this appears to be a training issue, rather than a change to the blind exemption itself.
If an existing client who receives the blind exemption and is working is asked to reapply, or is advised that the exemption no longer applies because they are in employment, please contact us so we can provide guidance on the review process.
Redress Group
Following the public apology event for survivors of historical abuse last year, the Redress group has been progressing the development of a redress framework.
Further work is now underway as the RNZFB Board considers the proposed framework, including how it could operate in practice and how the Redress Group supports this as the work progresses.
The Board acknowledges the significant contribution of the Redress Group and remains committed to working through this matter carefully, respectfully, and transparently.
Chair’s Award
The Chair’s Award is presented each year at the AGM. It recognises a blind, deafblind or low vision client who has demonstrated an outstanding level of achievement in any field of endeavours. The award comprises a trophy to be held for one year, a framed certificate, and $1,000.
Now is the time to start thinking if you have someone in mind who would be a worthy recipient, please provide your nomination with supporting information to the Board Secretary at boardsecretary@blindlowvision.org.nz or by phoning 0800 24 33 33.
RNZFB Board of Directors meeting in Tauranga
The next RNZFB Board of Directors Meeting is scheduled for Saturday 4 July 2026 in Tauranga. If you would like to attend this meeting as an observer, please contact the Board Secretary boardsecretary@blindlowvision.org.nz or phone the BLVNZ Contact Centre on 0800 24 33 33.
Professional development for directors
The Board approved a more structured approach to professional development. This will include using a skills matrix after Board elections to identify the collective strengths of the Board and areas where further development is needed. 
Board Elections
The Board elections process is underway. The call for nominations will be dispatched on 28 August, and nominations will close on 25 September.
A candidates information evening will be held on Monday 27 July 2026.
If you would like more information about Board elections, becoming a director, the Constitution or the voting process or timeline, you can contact the Returning Officer boardsecretary@blindlowvision.org.nz or phone the BLVNZ Contact Centre on 0800 24 33 33.
Looking ahead
Those are the highlights from our last meeting but there is always a lot more going on. A lot more detail can be found in the minutes of our open meetings which are readily available. Remember also most of our meetings are open to observers and we do our best to provide all the agenda papers to observers. So please contact the Board Secretary if you would like more information or if you would like to observe any of our open meetings. 
Our next Board meeting will be held in Tauranga on Saturday 4 July, with a meet and greet event following at 12:30pm.
Thank you again to members, clients, staff, volunteers, donors, and community partners for your continued contribution to BLVNZ and RNZFB.
The strength of our organisation comes from the collective commitment of many people across Aotearoa. The Board remains focused on listening, engaging, and governing in a way that supports blind, deafblind and low vision people to live the lives they choose.
Ngā mihi nui,
Donna McCaskill
Chair, RNZFB Board
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