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January 25, 2023 

 

Dear Honorable Secretary Pete Buttigieg, 

 

We are writing today as members of the Coalition of Municipal Offices for Persons with Disabilities 

(CMOPD), a national group with members from cities around the country.   

 

Our group includes municipal Disability Commissioners and heads of Disability Departments who are 

focused on providing services to, and advocating for inclusive policies for, our residents with disabilities. 

Since forming in 2010, we have built a network of more than a dozen large US cities who collaborate on 

creating disability policy and sharing best practices.  

 

Under the leadership of, and in collaboration with the Mayor’s Office of People with Disabilities in New 

York City, $1 million in grant funding was secured from Citi to create a road map for municipal leaders in 

employment, affordable accessible housing and financial empowerment. This funding, secured in January 

2018, was given to 5 cities -- including Boston, Chicago, San Francisco, and Los Angeles -- and has 

resulted in a new joint initiative called Empowered Cities. Empowered Cities is designed to actualize 

municipal efforts to advance equity and economic opportunity for people with disabilities and their 

families. Through the efforts of NYC’s MOPD, Empowered Cities was highlighted at the US Conference 

of Mayors sessions in April 2020. 

 

As a former Mayor, you know that cities are on the front lines meeting people where they are and 

implementing programs that enable constituents to thrive. People with disabilities are a large and 

increasing segment of the population who are frequently underserved by their municipalities. Our 

collective work is focused on improving that. 

 

Moreover, we want people to come and visit our cities, and we want them to enjoy all that our cities have 

to offer. People with disabilities deserve to be tourists and visiting scholars, to attend conferences, visit 

family members, and much more. We want people with disabilities to be able to get to our cities and to 

navigate them when they arrive. 

  

We write to you today to share our perspective from the local government level regarding the urgent 

issues related to transportation for people with disabilities, and to urge you to take action to support 

efforts that will improve the current landscape. 

 

Part One: Airline Travel: 

First, we want to commend you and the Department of Transportation for your recent issuance of the 

Airline Passengers with Disabilities Bill of Rights. We think that this can only serve to advance the 

education of persons with disabilities, and especially those who are new to disability, on provisions to 

which they may not know that they are entitled. In addition, this Bill of Rights is an invaluable tool for us 

in our jurisdictions, so that we might help our airport ADA coordinators work with the airlines to provide 

persons with disabilities the best service possible.  

 

https://www.transportation.gov/airconsumer/disabilitybillofrights
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We also know that the DOT Access Advisory Committee has been working on recommended reforms 

related to accessibility in in-flight bathrooms, entertainment and communications, and service animal 

policies. We encourage the DOT to continue these efforts, and proactively explore equitable solutions that 

allow wheelchair users and others with disabilities to remain in their mobility device while in flight. To 

successfully enact these Rights and initiatives nationally, more urgent action is needed. It is in this spirit 

that we offer commentary on the state of airline travel for people with disabilities and suggestions for 

federal action. 

 

In summary: we believe that many of the barriers that disabled travelers face can be mitigated through 

clear guidance from the DOT regarding the responsibilities of airports and airlines paired with strong 

accountability mechanisms, required training for staff and contractors, and increased reporting 

requirements with procedures that are easier for customers to access. 

 

Airlines and Wheelchairs, Mobility Aids, and Wheelchair Assistance 

The current state of access to air travel for wheelchair users is unacceptable. The lack of accessible 

seating on planes requires that wheelchair users surrender chairs to corporate entities with a track record 

of loss, damage, and lack of accountability to clients with disabilities. These devices are personalized to a 

particular body or need so that people with disabilities can interact with the world independently, while 

maintaining their health. They are expensive and not easy to repair or replace. Moreover, for those who 

need transfer assistance, the experience of transferring into an aisle chair or fixed seat can be infantilizing, 

and sometimes even physically painful, if the airline or airport accessibility assistants are not trained 

properly. For some wheelchair users, the need to transfer out of a personal wheelchair discourages air 

travel altogether. This is counter to the spirit of the aforementioned Bill of Rights. 

 

Handling of wheelchairs 

Every year, countless wheelchairs are damaged. In June 2022 alone, an average of 38 wheelchairs per day 

were damaged.
1
 These statistics only scratch the surface of the number of wheelchairs damaged due to 

being mishandled annually. Many complaints of damaged wheelchairs and durable medical equipment 

never make it to the DOT, because they are resolved with the airline before being formally reported and 

because the burden to report damage rests solely on disabled people.  

 

Additionally, the challenges for wheelchair users often don't end once a complaint is “resolved”. Because 

of the specialized and custom nature of many wheelchairs, it can take anywhere from weeks to months for 

repairs or replacements to be completed. During this long wait, wheelchair users are frequently forced to 

use inadequate replacements that are not only uncomfortable, but can lead to health complications due to 

not being suitable for the person using them.  

  

Engracia Figueroa, whose power wheelchair was mishandled during a flight on United Airlines in July of 

2021, described the destruction of her custom power wheelchair as stripping away the independence she 

fought so hard for, “re-disabling” her. Tragically, the destruction of her chair stripped more than her 

                                                
1Dep’t of Transp. Air Travel Consumer Report, 45 (August 2022), https://www.transportation.gov/sites/dot.gov/files/2022-

08/August%202022%20ATCR.pdf. 
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independence away. She developed an infected pressure sore due to an inadequate replacement chair and 

passed away during emergency surgery that October. Wheelchairs are more than a device. They are 

critical for the independence, health, and safety of their users. The consequences of damage are more than 

a matter of inconvenience. 

 

Wheelchair and Guide Assistance 

The Air Carriers Access Act clearly states that it is the airlines’ responsibility to provide wheelchair and 

guide assistance to passengers upon request. However, the quality of this service is sorely lacking. 

Constituents regularly report being left in a hold area in the airline’s transfer chair as well as being told 

that there are not enough staff members or chairs to transport them, even when the passenger made 

reservations in advance. Even worse, passengers have experienced verbal harassment from attendants or 

being told that tips are required. 

 

We ask that the DOT (1) issue guidance clarifying both that airlines must make reporting as easy as 

possible for consumers and that they are responsible for taking prompt action to rectify the damage. In 

addition, (2) the DOT should institute a training requirement for airline and airport staff and 

contractors that covers care and handling for mobility devices. Finally, (3) the DOT should set 

minimum standards for the number of staff to be hired and wheelchairs to purchase based on overall 

passenger volume.  

 

Navigating Flight with Sensory and Communication Disabilities  

Navigating an airport and a flight can be extremely difficult for people with sensory and communication 

disabilities, especially those who are blind or have low vision and those who are Deaf or hard of hearing. 

Wayfinding in some airports is difficult and needs to be improved.  

 

Inside the airport 

Navigating the airport can be incredibly difficult for people who are blind or low vision. Some airports, 

like Philadelphia International Airport (PHL) and Boston Logan Airport (BOS) provide services such as 

AIRA
2
, an app-based guide who can help people who are blind and low vision navigate the airport. 

However, this is not a standard practice and not all passengers have access to smartphones. In-person 

mobility assistance must be available to members of the blind and low-vision community. Emergency 

videophone access for those with communication disabilities should also be universally available. 

 

On the flight 

Safety announcements at the beginning of a flight are often inaccessible to people who are Deaf or hard of 

hearing. While some planes have seatback screens that include captioned videos of the safety instructions, 

these screens are increasingly eliminated as personal smart devices are more common. During flight, 

blind and low vision consumers often need a guide to access the airplane bathrooms. Because personal 

devices with navigation technology are not able to be used, flight crew need training to assist passengers. 

 

                                                
2 https://www.phl.org/about/accessibility/communications 

https://www.phl.org/about/accessibility/communications
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We ask that the DOT (1) provide clear guidance to airlines and airports as to their responsibilities to 

provide equitable services to people with communication and sensory disabilities, and (2) explore ways 

to provide funding for airports to have contracts for ASL interpreters, emergency videophones, and 

mobility guides at airports. 

 

Service Animals 

There remains an extreme lack of understanding regarding the rights and responsibilities of service 

animals. Despite the clear direction from the DOT about the rights of consumers to bring service animals 

on the flight, airport and airline staff too often make ignorant and rude comments, or attempt to prevent 

travelers from boarding a flight. In addition, the attestation form and 48 hour requirement established by 

the DOT in 2020
3
 for emotional support animals and psychiatric service dogs

4
 is overly burdensome. In 

addition to being difficult to navigate at the best of times, these requirements essentially make emergency 

travel impossible. 

 

As with damage to wheelchairs and mobility devices, this is not just a matter of convenience. When 

someone with a disability is separated from a service animal for a flight, they can experience long-lasting 

health challenges. For example, we have worked with a constituent with epilepsy who was forced to 

separate from their service dog, which was trained to detect seizures. Their flight was repeatedly delayed 

and they were forced to spend the night in the airport. Unfortunately, the constituent had a seizure while 

their service dog was not with them, and they were hospitalized as a result.  

 

Unlike damage to mobility aids, airlines are not required to report complaints regarding mistreatment of 

service animals. They are only required to track animal deaths without distinction between pets and 

service animals. This means there is insufficient incentive for airlines to improve their practices. There is 

a dire need for training on accessibility, anti-ableist strategies and best practices around supporting and 

engaging air travelers with disabilities.  

 

The DOT (1) must require that airport and airline staff receive quality training with certification of 

completion regarding the rights of all consumers with disabilities, and (2) require detailed reporting of 

complaints regarding service animals. 

 

Part Two: Ground Travel and Accessibility  

Ground travel is critical to disabled Americans, 25.5 million of whom consider themselves to be travel-

limited. Americans with disabilities are less likely to use personal vehicles than those who are not 

disabled. Access to multiple modes of door-to-door and public transportation options impacts the 

economic, physical and social health of people with disabilities daily. This section discusses challenges 

and opportunities in the service areas of paratransit, Wheelchair Accessible Vehicles (WAV), including 

access to WAVs in taxi and Transportation Network Company (TNC) fleets, and Autonomous Vehicles 

(AV’s).  

 

                                                
3 https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/12/10/2020-26679/traveling-by-air-with-service-animals 
4 https://adata.org/service-animal-resource-hub/flying 

https://www.bts.gov/sites/bts.dot.gov/files/2022-01/travel-patterns-american-adults-disabilities-updated-01-03-22.pdf
https://www.bts.gov/sites/bts.dot.gov/files/2022-01/travel-patterns-american-adults-disabilities-updated-01-03-22.pdf
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/12/10/2020-26679/traveling-by-air-with-service-animals
https://adata.org/service-animal-resource-hub/flying
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In summary: we ask the DOT to form an advisory committee for ground transportation, as exists for air 

travel. We believe that new regulations and funding sources are necessary to overcome the barriers that 

people with disabilities face in ground transportation. Specific recommendations for overcoming these 

barriers are developed further below. An advisory committee would be extremely helpful in crafting the 

suggested regulations and programs. 

 

Paratransit  

Under federal law, all agencies that operate fixed route transit services such as bus and subway services 

must also operate door-to-door paratransit services for people with disabilities who have difficulty 

accessing the fixed routes. Paratransit is a lifeline for many people with disabilities, as it is the only way 

for them to be involved in their community. Without a functioning paratransit system, many would be 

isolated at home or reliant on group homes when they would otherwise be able to live independently in 

community.  

 

One major issue facing paratransit today is a lack of drivers. We know this is affecting many sectors that 

need drivers, but given the central role that paratransit plays in people’s daily lives, transit agencies need 

support in meeting this staffing crisis. 

 

In a more general sense, paratransit is often more expensive for cities than fixed route transit. With lower 

per vehicle ridership, along with additional costs related to vehicles and scheduling software, paratransit 

agencies are often faced with the need to beg for money from the transit agencies that oversee them. 

However, currently, there are no dedicated federal funding sources for paratransit. Some FTA grants can 

be used to defray some paratransit costs, but more than half of any granted funds must be dedicated to 

traditional capital expenditures for the fixed route transit service.
5
  

 

We ask that the Federal Transit Administration establish a grant program specifically to support the 

operating expenses of paratransit. Moreover, we ask that you will use the resources of the DOT to 

support transit agencies in hiring paratransit drivers. 

 

Access to On Demand Transportation 

 

Wheelchair Accessible Vehicles (WAVs) 

Taxi fleets have been in existence in American cities for over a century, serving as the primary method of 

personal on-demand transportation for individuals and small groups. Thanks to the tireless advocacy of 

those in the disability community, and advances in technology, an accessible taxi vehicle was developed 

in the 1980s that is known as a WAV (Wheelchair Accessible Vehicle). WAVs have become a standard 

and vital piece of transportation networks in many cities throughout the country.  

 

Today, the standard WAV vehicle is a minivan with a lowered floor and fold-out ramp. WAVs have a 

high price tag because of these accessibility modifications, and cost about $10-$15,000 more than a 

typical taxi sedan vehicle. There is currently no funding or reimbursement for this cost. Because WAVs 

                                                
5 https://www.nationalrtap.org/Toolkits/ADA-Toolkit/funding-considerations 

https://www.nationalrtap.org/Toolkits/ADA-Toolkit/funding-considerations
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are so expensive to purchase and maintain, their numbers are declining and their availability across US 

cities has become scarce. We are concerned that this essential transportation option will become obsolete. 

We want to work with our cities to increase the number of WAV taxis on the road. 

 

We ask that the DOT develop regulations and funding programs to increase the number of WAVs 

produced for sale in the U.S In addition, we ask that the Federal Transit Administration establish a 

grant program to fund or reimburse WAV owners for the cost of accessibility modifications and 

maintenance, thereby increasing accessible taxi transportation options for people with disabilities. 

 

Transportation Network Companies (TNCs) 

Some of the benefits of TNCs over legacy taxi services are the ability to schedule and pay for a ride on a 

smartphone. This allows people with sensory disabilities the freedom to independently manage their trips, 

and people with dexterity disabilities to pay with ease. However, the disability community spent many 

years working to ensure that taxi fleets had wheelchair accessible vehicles (WAVs). In many cities TNCs 

have replaced or greatly reduced these legacy taxi systems. The TNCs have far fewer WAVs than the taxi 

systems that they replaced, and in many cases have no WAVs in areas that previously had them. This has 

the effect of reducing the overall accessibility of cities. We should not have to spend the next 10 to 15 

years trying to just get back to the level of accessibility we had 10 to 15 years ago. 

 

We ask that the DOT develop requirements and incentive programs for integrating WAVs into both 

TNC and traditional taxi fleets. 

 

Waiting Times 

Rideshare companies have implemented “wait time” periods, during which the rider is charged a fee per 

minute of waiting. These wait periods, while understandably related to the drivers’ compensation, result 

in unfair penalties paid by people with disabilities who may take longer to locate or enter a rideshare 

vehicle. Individuals who are blind or low vision may face challenges finding a vehicle in the allotted time, 

and loading durable medical equipment into a vehicle can add “wait time” fees to the already costly 

services. Uber recently settled a lawsuit with the Department of Justice related to this issue.
6
 However, 

the settlement agreement only covers Uber and only for the next 2 years.  

 

Individual states like California and Massachusetts are discussing wait time and other TNC service 

accessibility regulations, but only because of forced state legislation. Federal coordination of best 

practices in this area would be appreciated.   

 

Service Animals 

There are many instances of drivers refusing service to individuals with disabilities and fabricating a 

reason, like reporting a service animal as having created a mess in a rideshare vehicle. These refusals are 

largely unfounded and disrupt the ability for service dog handlers to plan when they will arrive 

                                                
6 https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/uber-commits-changes-and-pays-millions-resolve-justice-department-lawsuit-overcharging-

people 

https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/uber-commits-changes-and-pays-millions-resolve-justice-department-lawsuit-overcharging-people
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/uber-commits-changes-and-pays-millions-resolve-justice-department-lawsuit-overcharging-people
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somewhere. This can lead to them being late, or force them to pay an increased fee for a “pet-friendly” 

rideshare vehicle. 

 

Repeated false accusations against a rider can result in a ban from the TNC service, further limiting 

transportation options. However, drivers who repeatedly deny access like this don’t receive any citations 

from their TNC companies. This allows disability discrimination to fester and remain unaddressed.  

 

Stronger, lasting federal regulations are needed in order to make sure no person with a disability faces 

these forms of discrimination when accessing on-demand transportation services.  

 

Autonomous Vehicles 

Autonomous Vehicles (AV’s) are an exciting emerging mobility option with much potential to enhance 

independent and interdependent transportation options for people with disabilities – especially members 

of blind and low vision communities. However, AV manufacturers must be held accountable for 

accessible and usable designs, and safe vehicle deployment for all, including individuals who are Deaf.  

 

As AV companies begin to apply for permanent operating permits in cities, we are concerned that there 

are not universal safety and accessibility standards that they must meet prior to permit approval. This 

leads to AV’s being inaccessible to, most wheelchair users, and unsafe for all users–especially when the 

AV allows for passenger loading in the fast-moving travel lane, rather than curbside parking lanes. The 

Consortium for Constituents with Disabilities Transportation Task Force recently issued comment to the 

National Highway Traffic and Safety Administration urging AV manufacturers to require adherence to 

accessibility and safety standards prior to issuance of operating permits.  

 

We urge the Department of Transportation to review this issue, and endorse a Federal accessibility and 

safety standards that all AV companies must follow. 

  

Thank you for your attention to these priorities. As members of the Coalition of Municipal Offices for 

Persons with Disabilities, we look to working with you and your staff to improve transportation options 

for individuals with disabilities throughout the United States. 

 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Commissioner Christina Curry MA, MPA 

NYC Mayor’s Office for People with Disabilities 

 

https://www.regulations.gov/comment/NHTSA-2022-0067-0074
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Nicole Bohn 

Director 

San Francisco Mayor’s Office on Disability 

 

 

 
Kristen McCosh 

Commissioner and ADA Title II Coordinator 

City of Boston’s Mayor’s Commission for Persons with Disabilities 

 

 

 
 

Stephen David Simon 

Executive Director 

City of Los Angeles Department on Disability 

 

 
David J. Newburger, Commissioner 

Office on the Disabled, City of St. Louis, Missouri   
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Rachel H. Tanenhaus, MPH 

ADA Coordinator, City of Cambridge, MA 

Executive Director, Cambridge Commission for Persons with Disabilities 

 
Angel Ponce, Director  

City of Houston Mayor’s Office for People with Disabilities  

 

 

Rachel Arfa 

 

 

 

Commissioner, Mayor's Office for People with Disabilities 

City of Chicago 
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Appendix: Recommendations 

 

Part One: Airline Travel: 

In summary: we believe that many of the barriers that disabled travelers face can be mitigated through 

clear guidance from the DOT regarding the responsibilities of airports and airlines paired with strong 

accountability mechanisms, required training for staff and contractors, and increased reporting 

requirements with procedures that are easier for customers to access. 

 

Airlines and Wheelchairs, Mobility Aids, and Wheelchair Assistance 

We ask that the DOT (1) issue guidance clarifying both that airlines must make reporting as easy as 

possible for consumers and that they are responsible for taking prompt action to rectify the damage. In 

addition, (2) the DOT should institute a training requirement for airline and airport staff and contractors 

that covers care and handling for mobility devices. Finally, (3) the DOT should set minimum standards 

for the number of staff to be hired and wheelchairs to purchase based on overall passenger volume.  

 

Navigating Flight with Sensory and Communication Disabilities  

We ask that the DOT (1) provide clear guidance to airlines and airports as to their responsibilities to 

provide equitable services to people with communication and sensory disabilities, and (2) explore ways to 

provide funding for airports to have contracts for ASL interpreters, emergency videophones, and mobility 

guides at airports. 

 

Service Animals 

The DOT (1) must require that airport and airline staff receive quality training with certification of 

completion regarding the rights of all consumers with disabilities, and (2) require detailed reporting of 

complaints regarding service animals. 

 

Part Two: Ground Travel and Accessibility  

In summary: we ask the DOT to form an advisory committee for ground transportation, as exists for air 

travel. We believe that new regulations and funding sources are necessary to overcome the barriers that 

people with disabilities face in ground transportation. Specific recommendations for overcoming these 

barriers are developed further below. An advisory committee would be extremely helpful in crafting the 

suggested regulations and programs. 

 

Paratransit  

We ask that the Federal Transit Administration establish a grant program specifically to support the 

operating expenses of paratransit. Moreover, we ask that you will use the resources of the DOT to support 

transit agencies in hiring paratransit drivers. 

 

Access to On Demand Transportation 

We ask that the DOT develop regulations and funding programs to increase the number of WAVs 

produced for sale in the U.S In addition, we ask that the Federal Transit Administration establish a grant 

program to fund or reimburse WAV owners for the cost of accessibility modifications and maintenance, 

thereby increasing accessible taxi transportation options for people with disabilities. 
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We ask that the DOT develop requirements and incentive programs for integrating WAVs into both TNC 

and traditional taxi fleets. 

 

Waiting Times and Service Animals 

Stronger, lasting federal regulations are needed in order to make sure no person with a disability faces 

these forms of discrimination when accessing on-demand transportation services.  

 

Autonomous Vehicles 

We urge the Department of Transportation to review this issue, and endorse a Federal accessibility and 

safety standards that all AV companies must follow. 

 


