Disabilities Network of NYC Policy Agenda on Transportation

Introduction

The Disability Agenda details the key policy positions of the Disabilities Network of NYC. These position papers guide the work of the Network.  In an attempt to bridge the considerable gap between “what is and what we’d like to see” the Network has also detailed a brief assessment of current conditions and opportunities for positive change.
	Transportation

Though advocacy efforts have made bus-riders in wheelchairs more common, there is no other mode of transportation in New York City that is as accommodating. 

As a result, too many New Yorkers with disabilities feel as if they are trapped in their homes.  And, in many ways, they are.  

The transportation needs of people with disabilities are core, central mainstream issues. As such, New York City should be designed and operated in user-friendly, inclusive manner.
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Successful journeys are critical to the social inclusion and civic participation of people with disabilities. Without equal access to travel, disabled people are denied life opportunities. Access to education, employment, healthcare, shopping, social and family life is significantly improved when travel opportunities are fair, equal and accessible for all.

An accessible transportation system is easier for everyone to use. The system is more sustainable because vehicles and the transportation infrastructure do not have to be altered if they are designed inclusively from the start. Economies of scale will reduce costs once inclusive features become the norm. Additionally an accessible transport system will increase social inclusion which will have longer term benefits for society.

The Disabilites Network uses the term 'transportation’ to describe all journeys and the elements required to make journeys. We include the use of pedestrian environment, buses, coaches, trains, subways, taxis, community and door to door transport, private cars, hire vehicles, planes, ferries, the design of vehicles, the operation of necessary services, information and infrastructure as well as the culture of travel. When referring to access to transport this is for all disabled people and therefore would address issues ranging from communication and signage for people with learning difficulties to design of vehicles ensure they are accessible for people with visual impairments.

The Disabilites Network aims to achieve a society where all disabled people can participate fully as equal citizens. Over one million New Yorkers between the ages of 21 and 64 are disabled, based on the classifications of the Americans With Disabilities Act this translates to around 15% of the general population.. According to the Census, about a quarter of all New Yorkers within that age group living independently feel that a physical, mental or emotional condition lasting six months or more has limited a major life activity.

Guiding principles
The Disabilities Network believes people with disabilities should:

· enjoy the same rights, choices and opportunities to use the variety of NYC transportation systems as non-disabled people

· not encounter discrimination or disadvantage when traveling

· be able to travel and to use transportation services with as much confidence and ease as non-disabled people.
Sidewalk and Street Surfaces (including corner curb cuts)

· Accelerate the creation of curb cuts, incorporating immediate remedies for work done improperly.  Withhold payment until inspection ascertains that contract obligations are met.  The proper pitch for water run-off is crucial and may involve a review of catch basin location and cleanliness.

· Each corner must have two ramps.  This is so a person is not crossing into moving traffic and for use when cars are blocking a ramp.

· Repair curb cuts that are dangerous, because the drop-off is too steep or erosion has created holes at their base.

· Street potholes must be filled in a timely fashion, with the responsible city department identifying the need for repair.

· Open street cuts that require bridge plates must have beveled edges or fill, to prevent tripping and enable wheelchair users to climb onto and descend from safely.

· Sidewalk shed installations should be standardized.  Poles should not obstruct curb cuts, prevent bus passengers from seeing stop signs, boarding or exiting.

· Sidewalk closure circumventing “step-off” points (from sidewalk to street) need ramping

· Sidewalk “furniture” such as benches, menu boards, newspaper receptacles, trash baskets, newsstands, etc. should be placed in standardized locations that do not impede the flow of movement by sidewalk users.

· Snow removal by business and homeowners should be monitored by Department of Sanitation inspectors. 

· When plowing the street, snow must not be shoveled into corner curb cuts. 

· Curb cuts should be considered part of the primary arterial schedule for snow removal.

· Traffic signal lights must be timed to allow safe passage crossing the street.

· Add international wheelchair symbol to bicycle lanes for users who want to avail themselves of such designated space.

· Pedestrians, passengers and drivers need to be able to locate addresses. There are whole blocks with no entrance numbers displayed and many intersections without street signs.  We recommend that the responsible city agencies address this problem before December 31, 2007.

Access-A-Ride

The Paratransit Division of the New York Transit Department of Buses serves as a complement for individuals that are mobility impaired and cannot use public transportation under any circumstances or only under certain conditions.  Currently  100,000 individuals are enrolled.  

A Paratransit Advisory Committee, with 15 members selected by the NYT Paratransit Division to bring issues to the meetings held 6 times a year, has no decision-making role.  

Vehicle locator tracking will be operational by the end of 2007.  Monitoring via this means should substantially reduce dishonest reporting of driver location, driver “no shows,” and increase accuracy in providing riders with driver’s expected time of arrival. 

We recommend the following:

· Application forms for acceptance as a user and upon enrollees’ renewal be self-fillable on line.

· Creating a more efficient Transit Control unit.

· Allowing knowledgeable individuals with a disability to participate in driver training sessions. 

· A coordination arrangement whereby Access-A-Ride books a trip that includes transferring to a paratransit vehicle in an adjacent county.

· Expansion of the voucher system that allows riders to use a taxi or car service

· Identifying alternate transportation sources for riders that cannot transfer to a vehicle seat, so this can be offered and arranged when problems arise.  Join with the advocates for 100% accessible taxis, since this means of transportation will enable parity and eliminate discrimination.

· Prominently display public service announcements that are relevant to individuals with a disability.

Bus

A new company was created within the MTA - The MTA Bus Company - to assume the obligations of franchised bus companies that had operated under the control of the Department of Transportation.  Two independent, parallel bus systems under the MTA umbrella now provide service:  New York City Transit and MTA Bus Company.

All remarks, suggestions and requests apply to each of these service systems.

Although it can be a substantially longer ride, disabled individuals use bus service more extensively than other mode of transportation.  There are more options and fewer obstacles.  Insufficiencies, however, need to be overcome sooner rather than later.

Suggestions for improvement:

· Establish new routes to include persons who live in areas underserved by public transportation.

· Extend routes to insure that no more than two (2) buses are required to get to most destinations.

· Expand interborough service in terms of days, hours and frequency.

· Express and limited stop services need to be complementary and cover more areas.

· Vehicle identification must be prominently displayed in formats recognizable by everyone.  

· Hybrid buses, because they are silent, need to become distinguishable.

· Announcements must be audible and visible.

· When doors open, route number and destination must be announced, so that passengers are alerted. 

· BRT, a concept plan, envisions faster service by having colored street markings,  dedicated lanes, peak hour curb lanes, offset lanes with bulbouts at selected stops, traffic signal priority, opportunities for off-board fare collection.

· It is crucial that new obstacles are not introduced.

· Proximity of bus shelter to changed stop sign location results in confusion

Long-standing problems remain.  Particularly noteworthy are:

· Non-lift equipped buses

· Inoperable lifts

· Not curbing the bus for pickups and/or discharges

· Lack of enforcement of vehicles parked in stops

· Rerouting not announced by the media for appropriate trip planning

Subway(including Elevated Lines)
Folks that cannot climb stairs rely on elevators or escalators to become part of the subway riding population.  

Our suggestions: 

· Add more elevators.  

· Test the use of an incline elevator.  

· Increase the number of escalators.

· Quality parts and better maintenance would reduce the outages of elevators and escalators.  If it is believed that breakdown is related to high usage, that must be overcome as well.

· Ramps, designed so they are not too steep, would be welcome complements

· Remove HEETS and replace turnstiles so that Subway Riders with Service Animals can enter and exit the subway system;

· Obtain funds from the New Freedom Program of the federal public transportation law passed August 2005 to add more accessible stations, at least two per borough. 

· Much attention is being given to gap dangers on the Long Island Railroad.  On New York City’s subway system, there have been deaths and injuries, because of the horizontal and/or vertical gaps and their elimination must be addressed.  Except for the most egregious incidents, falling into the space goes unreported by the general public.  Platform boarding areas have been designated with overhead visible signage as guidance for disabled passengers, yet train cars are not aligned to avoid significant gaps.  Under these circumstances, with a horizontal gap, a wheelchair’s front wheels fall down between the train car and the platform; with a vertical gap between platform and train entry door, it is impossible to climb up.  

· All stations require the installation of warning strips on the platform.  They must be visible with  proper contrast and of tactile material.  Installation should start immediately.

· Information and communication that covers the entire range from trip planning, point of entry, on the platform, within a subway car, to transportation connections.  Some specific new design and improvements are required before we have an “accessible” system.  

Here are some needs:  

· Identifiable roaming station agents

· Talking signs 

· Audible turnstile translations of Metrocard information

· Service interruptions announcements that include the known time-frame for resumption of service

· Making known alternate opportunities to undertake or continue a trip.

· Ambient noise needs to be reduced.  Do not overlook noise emanating from air conditioners.

· Subway car design has many shortcomings.  Many suggestions that came out of numerous focus groups were ignored.

· Revisit “accessible” stations and make them inclusive.

Taxis and Car Service

· Licensed yellow taxis and livery vehicles are not available to wheelchair users who cannot transfer to a car seat.  In 2001, the Taxi and Limousine Commission made a commitment to start converting the yellow cab fleet to full accessibility.  Insufficient progress has been made. Out of 12,800 licensed yellow taxis, only 27 are accessible to wheelchair users and none covering the needs of blind and visually impaired folks or those who are deaf or visually impaired.  Livery vehicles, those you telephone to request a ride, have made little provision to accommodate individuals with a disability.  

· Toward our goal of 100% access, we strongly urge that Intro.  378 be implemented quickly.  

It is imperative that:

· Universally designed vehicles are used.

· Taxis become audibly distinguishable from other vehicles

· Central dispatch of vehicles is unacceptable, except as a temporary experiment toward 100% access.

Ferry

· January 1, 2009 is the deadline for accomplishing accessibility of ferries and the buses that serve them.  Progress needs to be monitored.

Commuter Railroad

· Increase access to the LIRR and Metro-North network.

· Present a timetable for eliminating the gap.
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