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Access-A-Ride Makes Deal 
With Inaccessible Uber 

The Metropolitan Transporta-
tion Authority (MTA) operates 
Access-A-Ride in the five bor-

oughs; the system required for people 
whose disabilities prevent them from 
using mass transit.

The system is required by the Americans with Disabilities Act 
of 1990 and a 1984 Settlement Agreement between MTA and 
United Spinal Association (then called Eastern Paralyzed Veter-
ans Association). Its cost is $600,000,000 this year, and the cost 
per ride is $66, paid for by taxpayers.

MTA, in an effort to cut costs and improve services, both of 
which are laudable goals, has decided to test Uber as a para-
transit provider – that’s right – Uber. Uber, the juggernaut of 
the Transportation Network Companies (TNCs) now operates 
42,000 vehicles in the five boroughs, none of which are accessible. 

The company has resisted disability community efforts to 
make Uber as accessible as yellow cabs must be. Half of all yel-
low medallion taxies must be accessible by 2020, pursuant to an 
agreement which settled a lawsuit by the Taxis For All Cam-
paign, United Spinal Assoc. and other groups and individuals, 
against New York City’s Taxi & Limousine Commission (TLC).

Since only about 20 percent of paratransit riders use wheel-
chairs, there is no problem with a mix of types of vehicles being 
used in paratransit (Access-A-Ride). Ambulatory persons with 
visual, cognitive and stamina problems, for example, can use 
inaccessible sedans, and using taxi services is an ideal way to 
reduce costs. 

However, including Uber rewards a company that is complete-
ly undermining the accessible taxi initiative in New York City 
and threatens the viability of our yellow and green cab systems. 
They are the only for-hire vehicles required to provide access.

MTA just cannot get this right. When United Spinal met with 
former MTA CEO Jay Walder and COO Charles Monheim sev-
eral years ago and asked for their assistance in our fight to make 
taxis accessible, because it would reduce demand for Access-A-
Ride and could even be used by Access-A-Ride to provide service 
at less cost, we were told that MTA had a different plan. 

Their plan was to distribute free fare cards to paratransit rid-
ers and they projected saving $100 million a year by encouraging 
Access-A-Ride users to use mass transit. The program was a fail-
ure. Now that New York City has accessible taxis, both yellow 
and green, that can be dispatched via app in the same manner 
as Uber, MTA is considering providing two unique types of Ac-
cess-A-Ride services, neither of which involves accessible taxis 
- ambulatory passengers will receive black-car Uber type service, 
while those in wheelchairs will remain in big, clunky, Access-A-
Ride vans.

Remember – every yellow and green taxi in NYC is legally 
required to pay 50 cents per ride to MTA to subsidize its opera-
tions. Moreover, every yellow and green cab pays an additional 
30 cents per ride into the Taxi Improvement Fund of the TLC to 
offset the increased cost associated with accessibility. Uber is not 
required to pay either of these charges.

Several New York City elected officials have spoken up in 
support of the disability community’s position that Uber not be 
rewarded for its discrimination against wheelchair users with 
a lucrative government contract. They are Manhattan Borough 
Pres. Gale Brewer, Brooklyn Sen. Martin Golden, Brooklyn As-
semblymember Jo Anne Simon, Manhattan Assemblymember 
Richard Gottfried and Queens Assemblymember David Weprin. 
Undoubtedly, more will agree and speak up in support. 

MTA is a state agency. It makes policy. Instead of perpetu-
ating the inaccessibility of Uber, keeping demand for Access-
A-Ride high and undermining accessible taxi initiatives, MTA 
should tell Uber we would love to do business with you but we 
won’t until you make your system accessible to everyone, not just 
to those who can walk.

The support of elected officials is important because not many 
have had the courage to stand up to Uber. The company’s $60+ 
billion valuation gives it enormous reach, power and influence. 

It is obvious to disability advocates that if government allows 
Uber to operate inaccessibly and then changes its mind – which 
it will when public support, editorial pages and the high cost of 
subsidized transportation like Access-A-Ride enlighten it – Uber 
and the other TNCs (transportation network companies) will ask 
government to pay for it and subsidize them. Why not just re-
quire access now, like we did of New York City yellow cabs. Insti-
tutionalize access and its cost will ultimately be lost in the sauce, 
and its benefit – increased mobility – will exist forever.


