
Dear Commissioner Trottenberg: 

Thank you for your service on President-elect Biden’s Department of Transportation transition 
team. As representatives from the New York City disability community, we would like to highlight priorities 
that the administration can champion to improve accessibility and equity in our city and throughout the 
country. Thirty years have passed since the Americans with Disabilities Act was signed into law, but we 
have yet to achieve its aim of social inclusion. More than 40% of the ADA text relates to surface and rail 
transportation, the critical link to education, employment and so much else. Federal agencies that govern 
roads and curbs, public and private transit, car manufacturing, and air travel have the power to make the 
inclusion of citizens with disabilities—who comprise 20% of our population—a reality.  

These are the priorities we recommend: 

1. Increase funding 

As you know, there are tremendous budget shortfalls impacting transit agencies throughout the 
country. Immediate rescue funding of at least $32 billion will be necessary to avoid devastating 
service cuts, delays to essential accessibility upgrades, and severe fare increases.  
 
At the same time, funding accessibility improvements has been a challenge for transit agencies, 
including the MTA. Support for legislation, such as Rep. Velazquez’s proposal, that strengthens 
the federal government’s commitment to accessibility, could accelerate the ability of our 
community to use the subways. Investment in light rail, additional buses, and dedicated bus lanes 
could also make surface transit a viable option for traveling long distances. These modes are 
more accessible and will be key to serving aging populations. Improvements in 
paratransit—on-demand service in particular—may also need a new federal funding commitment. 
The payoff in increased employment, health, and quality of life for the millions of Americans who 
rely on these services will be worth it.  

2. Promote equity in all forms of travel 

Accessibility should be considered in every mode—from micro-mobility to long-distance travel—in 
a holistic way to include the needs and perspectives of all passengers. In the past few years, 
ridesharing companies have been allowed to operate largely inaccessible service throughout the 
country. Bike share and electric scooter programs have been developed without considering the 
dangers these vehicles pose to disabled pedestrians or how people with disabilities might benefit 
from new forms of mobility. Federal guidelines and stronger accessibility requirements could help 
to address these issues. 

3. Strengthen compliance and civil rights enforcement  

Regulations are only as good as their enforcement, and some access problems are not 
addressed by existing regulations. Our nation's largest subway system is still shamefully 
inaccessible due to a lack of working elevators and dangerous platform gaps. The system is 
barely usable by people who use wheelchairs and other mobility devices, as well as people who 
are blind or low-vision. Braille signage and detectable warnings on platform edges are also 
missing from many stations. The decades-old key station agreement was a necessary first step, 
but New Yorkers need a plan for 100% accessibility and nothing less. Elevator outages are a 

https://velazquez.house.gov/sites/velazquez.house.gov/files/VELAZQ_093_xml.pdf


challenge, and a "fix it first" approach is necessary to restore confidence for passengers who rely 
on multiple elevators for every trip.  

While buses are touted as fully accessible, bus stops and bulb-outs are not always accessible, 
and poor snow maintenance causes avoidable barriers during the winter. Commuter bus lifts 
malfunction far too frequently and passengers still contend with poorly trained bus operators who 
rarely encounter disabled passengers or know how to operate lifts. People who are blind or low 
vision and Deaf or hard of hearing people lack access to transportation information in visual and 
audible formats, including accessible pedestrian signals, which would enable them to travel with 
confidence. Missing or non-compliant curb cuts and miscellaneous obstructions on sidewalks 
continue to impact disabled pedestrians.  

Amtrak passengers in wheelchairs cannot access intercity stations slated to be accessible over a 
decade ago. Disabled passengers must call ahead to request accommodations on many trains 
and long-distance or charter buses, often finding that those accommodations can't be provided 
when they need them. In the past decade, airlines have damaged thousands of wheelchairs, 
many beyond repair. One airline recently tried to restrict regional travel for certain disabled 
passengers rather than reform their wheelchair handling procedures. Some passengers have 
learned to suppress their need to eat or drink water during long flights because of a lack of 
bathroom access.  

The list of indignities is long. These unjust practices must end. Barriers to travel limit the 
capability of people with disabilities to live functional lives and alienate them and their families 
during the travel process, which will negatively impact the economic recovery. They also 
negatively impact other groups including children, older people, workers, and tourists, who all 
need accessible paths of travel. In order to assess the true prevalence of problems and improve 
compliance with federal regulations, complaint processes for individuals should be made less 
burdensome.  

4. Support fare-free transit initiatives 

Financial barriers to transportation can multiply inequalities for disabled people and should be 
eliminated wherever possible. With so much uncertainty about how our mobility habits might 
change after the pandemic, it is imperative that we explore ways to preserve workable levels of 
service for public transit users and reduce dependence on fare revenue. Future pandemics will 
occur, and our public transit systems must become resilient enough to weather financial 
uncertainties. In the short term, subsidizing fares would provide a huge boost to the cities that will 
drive our economic recovery. 

5. Leverage technology to make paratransit comparable to fixed-route service 

Technology has advanced in ways that were unimaginable thirty years ago but paratransit service 
has not kept up. Paratransit service that relies solely on advance reservations will never be 
"comparable to the level of service provided to individuals without disabilities who use the 
fixed-route system," as mandated by the ADA. As we’ve seen in New York City, automated and 
real-time scheduling technology can provide on-demand service that will allow disabled 
passengers to take unplanned trips as nondisabled passengers can. Transit agencies that fail to 
use these technologies are reducing service to eligible passengers and artificially limiting the 
usability of the service, a practice that is prohibited by the ADA. Further, on-demand technology 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2013/02/14/the-benefits-of-a-fix-it-first-approach/


can save transit agencies administrative costs associated with rescheduling rides or reimbursing 
for private transportation when pickups are delayed. Integrating paratransit and medical 
transportation could help states save money and improve health outcomes for our communities.  

6. Increase disability leadership and representation  

When people with disabilities are included in policymaking, the outcomes benefit everyone. 
Industry is beginning to recognize the value of diversity, and research has shown that companies 
that hire more disabled workers outperform their peers. Federal agencies that regulate 
transportation stand to gain considerable lived expertise by training, recruiting, and hiring people 
with diverse disabilities to solve the problems that impact their lives. The creation of a senior-level 
accessibility director position in the Office of the Secretary to oversee accessibility and 
disability-inclusive initiatives across agencies would help drive the systemic changes in 
transportation accessibility that our country needs at this moment.  

Given President-elect Biden’s emphasis on disability issues during his campaign, we expect appointees 
will be chosen who will help end the exclusion of disabled citizens. We hope, for example, that the new 
Secretary of Transportation will not only bring technical experience in public transit and surface 
transportation, but will also have a demonstrated record of developing accessible transportation and 
understand how different modes can complement one another to move every person in our country 
safely, affordably, and efficiently.  

Thank you to the committee for your attention to these important issues.  

Signed,  

504 Democratic Club 
Michael Schweinsburg, President 
 
Accessible Travel NYC 
Lakshmee Lachhman-Persad 
 
ADAPT Community Network 
Jacqueline Conley, Sr. Vice President 
 
Brooklyn Center for Independence of the Disabled (BCID) 
Joseph G. Rappaport, Executive Director 
 
Center for Independence of the Disabled, NY 
Susan M. Dooha, J.D., Executive Director 
 
Disability Rights Advocates 
Emily Seelenfreund 
 
Disabled In Action 
Jean Ryan, President 
 
Downstate New York ADAPT 
Kathleen Collins, Co-coordinator 

https://www.accenture.com/_acnmedia/PDF-89/Accenture-Disability-Inclusion-Research-Report.pdf


 
Elevator Action Group, Rise and Resist 
Jessica Murray, Ph.D. 
 
Institute for Career Development  
Susan Scheer, CEO 
 
National Federation of the Blind, New York City Chapter 
Mindy Jacobsen, President 
 
New York Lawyers for the Public Interest 
Ruth Lowenkrown, Director, Disability Justice Program 
 
NYPIRG Straphangers Campaign  
Jaqi Cohen, Campaign Director 
 
PASS (Pedestrians for Accessible and Safe Streets) 
Maria Hansen, Chair 
 
Riders Alliance 
Danny Pearlstein 
 
Taxis for All Campaign 
Edith Prentiss 
 
United Spinal Association New York City chapter 
Jose Hernandez, President 
 
UP-STAND 
Christine Serdjenian Yearwood 
christine@up-stand.com 
 


