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Advocates Demand Transparency After
CDPAP Overhaul

By Christopher Alvarez
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The Center for Independence of the Disabled, New York (CIDNY) hosted a joint press conference with NY Caring Majority in early March regarding New

York's $11 billion contract with PPL. Photo courtesy: Brooklyn Center for Independence of the Disabled.

One year after New York Gov.
Kathy Hochul put the home care
Medicaid program—Consumer
Directed Personal Assistance
Program (CDPAP)—in the hands
of the single Fiscal Intermediary
(FI) Public Partnerships LLC
(PPL) to “save money,” advocates
reliant on the service demand
honesty on how the saved up
cash by the state is being used or
where 1t 1s coming from.

During the first week of March,
the Center for Independence of
the Disabled, New York (CIDNY)
hosted a joint press conference
with NY Caring Majority and
some of the program’s home care
workers and consumers to seek
transparency and public account-
ability regarding New York’s $11
billion contract with PPL.

Holding signs reading “Where
has $11B for CDPAP gone?”’ and
“Stop the Home Care Cover-up,”
Hochul's plan to transition CDPAP
to PPL “had the makings of a di-
saster,”” activists said.

“Gov. Hochul gave a private
equity-backed company called
PPL $11 billion to run CDPAP,
and one year 1n, it’s falling apart,”

sald Jose Hernandez, a CDPAP
consumer whose personal care
assistant, along with others, is not
being paid correctly. “Today, we
wouldn't have these issues if we
were still with our previous fiscal
intermediaries, who have real
people fixing real problems. PPL
1s nothing more than a monopoly
maximizing profits by cutting the
help we so desperately need to
succeed in this program.”
Advocates have referenced an
$11 billion figure tied to overall
spending assoclated with CDPAP,
however, in an email statement to
Able News, a spokesperson from
the New York State Department of
Health (DOH) said that the con-
tract 1s actually $1 billion over
five years to run the program.
The problem, Hernandez said,
is driving people away. So far,
150,000 workers and 90,000 con-
sumers have fled the program
due to PPLs payment failures
since the change that has drawn
widespread criticism from law-
makers and affected disabled
New Yorkers was first introduced.
Before the move that the state
claims is saving New York State

$1.2 billion, CDPAP was run by
600 Fls. Tired of the new “bot-
led” system that refuses to pay
PCAs what they deserve, some of
those workers have switched to
more expensive traditional home
care, leaving others irritated with
PPL asking themselves if going
back 1s better.

CDPAP is a lifeline for New
Yorkers in need of home care,
and provides hundreds of
thousands of caregiving jobs.
Recent findings released by the
Fiscal Policy Institute showed
that the claimed state savings
likely came from reduced home
care enrollment, not from identi-
fying fraud as the Governor sug-
gested. The institute also found
that the elimination of advertising
and enrollment support that
drove program awareness has
suppressed enrollment.

At least DOH did own up to
this fact, admitting that there was
a drop of approximately 400 new
enrollees in Medicaid Long Term
Care per month since the start
of the transition. The said money
PPL has saved is being reinvest-
ed in the program to ensure New
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Yorkers have continued access
to high quality home care, the
statement added.

“New York State took sig-
nificant steps to reverse the
CDPAP fiscal crisis by rein-
Ing In administrative costs
and establishing robust program
integrity systems to improve
oversight, eliminate oppor-
tunities for waste, fraud and
abuse, while protecting home
care for those who need
it,” sald DOH Senior Public
Information Officer Cadence
Acquaviva. “The new framework
protects CDPAP consumers and
delivers a better, stronger, more
accountable CDPAP for home
care users while protecting New
York taxpayers with administra-
tive savings achieved by transi-
tioning to a single statewide fiscal
intermediary.”

But in the eyes of Iris Jimenez,
a consumer who spoke on behalf
of the Brooklyn Center for Inde-
pendence of the Disabled, "PPL
is a big, big scam.” When detail-
ing how her PCA went into debt
because PPL wasn't taking taxes
from her, she wanted to leave the
program and Jimenez.

The only thing holding her
back—a promise she made to
Jimenez's mother before her pass-
ing—qgiving herself to Jimenez.

A bill in the state Senate spon-
sored by Sen. Leroy Comrie
and Assemblymember Jessica

Continued on page 5


https://wwe2.osc.state.ny.us/transparency/contracts/contracttransactions.cfm?Contract=0000000000000000000155453
https://wwe2.osc.state.ny.us/transparency/contracts/contracttransactions.cfm?Contract=0000000000000000000155453
https://fiscalpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/FPI-Budget-Briefing-Slides-2026_2026.2.19.pdf
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An example from the free Transit Access app.
Photo courtesy: TransitAccess.org.

The average person walks 0.75
miles to get to the nearest train
station, but Joel Chapman drove
his power wheelchair eight times
that distance for nearly two-and-
a-half years as a newcomer to
New York City—sometimes even
in the freezing cold because three
elevators at his home station were
OUT OF ORDER.

This is the shared experience
of most wheelchair users advocat-
ing for both more and fully oper-
ational elevators in a Metropolitan
Transportation Authority (MTA)
subway system that remains only
26% accessible, with a communi-
cation system that is shaky too.

“Accessibility 1s not just eleva-
tors,” Chapman emphasized in
a social media video about the
importance of having equitable
transportation. “It's communica-
tion. It's ease of use. It's feeling not
left behind, not yelled at. It's feel-
ing welcomed, wanted. It's clarity
of information. It's autonomy. It’s
liberation!”

Frustrated that he couldn't
get around in his first couple of
years as a New Yorker, Chapman
worked tirelessly to improve the
situation and try “to make life
easler for disabled folks” with his
new transit accessibility resource
that's free to use.

With on-the-spot elevator up-
dates to transit that's more acces-
sible into the city, Transit Access
1s helping millions of riders each
day travel around New York.

Before this, disabled transit
commuters would have to scroll
down the exhaustive MTA list
that they would probably never

cisco Bay Area, Chapman, 34,
came to the City of Dreams to
chase his music career. After
quickly realizing that New York
City falls behind much of the
world in accessibility, in both
infrastructure and mindset, his
transition to the Big Apple has
been a little “disappointing.”

“There’s this cultural feeling
in the city of New York of ‘Hey
it’s hard for all of us, kid. Welcome
to the city’ which is at once equal-
1zing and discriminatory,” Chap-
man said in an interview. “Equal-
1zing because 1t brings New
Yorkers together—and I agree
with the sentiment that no one is
as kind and helpful as a New York-
er. But it’s discriminatory because
it leaves behind disabled people.
Or, at the very least, 1t caters only
to the most adaptable disabled
people and does not foster true
accessibility for all.”

The MTA has, on multiple oc-
casions, voted against allocating
funds for accessibility. But now
they must do so after being sued
by the Center for Independence of
the Disabled, New York (CIDNY),
Disabled In Action (DIA) and sev-
eral independent living centers in
2017 over elevator maintenance,
forcing the transportation agency
into making 95% of its subway
system accessible by 2055.

That is “a long way out,” Chap-
man said, given that the MTA has
had more than 60 years to correct
this mistake.

For Chapman and others,
walting 1s not an option. “Disabled
folks need an accessibility com-
panion now to remind us that we
don't need to do it alone,” he said.

Meanwhile, other systems in the
country and the world are ahead of
the game and of their time—with
newer and more widely accessi-
ble stations. In the United States,
San Francisco Bay Area’s Bay Area
Rapid Transit (BART), built in the
1960s, 1s 100% accessible. The
Chicago Transit Authority (CTA)
system, also over a hundred years
old, is 75% accessible. Internation-
ally, Seoul and Barcelona surpass
the 90% mark.

To add to the MTA’s lack of sub-
way accessibility, some stations
don't have safe, accessible board-
Ing areas—those that do, only lead
to one subway car in the train.

In addition to real-time elevator
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New Yorker Builds Transit Access App

By Christopher Alvarez

[ — E finish in time for their trip. updates, Chapman and his team
B © Originally from the San Fran- of five are doing the work of the

MTA by providing exact locations
of street elevators and warnings
about upcoming outages and
tips for disabled riders, all in an
interactive map for a phone or
computer.

Launched in January, Transit
Access was brought to life with
the help of developer Prachi
Kulkarni and three tech experts,
with one goal—easing New York
travel for disabled people.

The online resource’s interac-
tive map has color-coded excla-
mation marks, rating stations from
most accessible to least:

+ Blue indicates fully in service.

« Yellow means at least one
elevator 1s out but there are
options within the station.

* Red is for completely out-of-
service stops.

Visually impaired individuals
are assisted by a screen reader
feature that reads the station'’s
status summary.

Although Transit Access 1s
already filled with accessibility
information options, the work 1is
not finished. After his team has
fully “ironed out the New York
system,” Chapman'’s dream is to
have a more expansive app that
includes other transit systems
worldwide and act as a platform to
“always keeping intersectionality
at the core— interdependence
over independence.”

“The real goal 1s community
for disabled people. My dream is
for Transit Access to be a hub of
connection,” he said.

Having faced criticism from
the disabled community for not
being open to new ideas, the
MTA 1is aware of Chapman’s
work, he said, and he is not
bothered by the fact that further
conversations for collaboration
have not sufficed.

His goal remains intact—re-
move the major barriers that he
can for people with disabilities
because he doesn't want them
to go through what he went
through—Dbeing dismayed at hav-
ing to relearn a whole new transit
system on a daily basis.

Disabled Transit Access users
are already giving ‘sighs of
relief,” Chapman noted. “As in,
‘Thank GOD there’s something
prioritizing accessibility that I can
use on my commute.”’

You can catch the professional
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music director, singer, and song-
writer at his various musical gigs
around the city or maybe you'll
hear one of his famous parodies
insulting the MTA subway system.

Transit Access’ on-the-go tips
for disabled riders are available
on both smartphone or computer,
“easing the anxiety of traveling
while disabled,” he said.
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Accessible Transportation Should Not Be Out of Reach

By Steven McCoy

o

A new report found lacking wheelchair accessible ride options statewide.

A new report from New York
Lawyers for the Public Interest
confirms what many people with
disabilities already experience
every day: accessible transporta-
tion remains far out of reach.

Despite more than 106,000
for-hire vehicles operating in New
York City through companies like
Uber and Lyft, only about seven
percent of those vehicles are
wheelchair-accessible, according
to the report. For passengers with

)

disabilities who rely on accessible
transportation, that number is not
just disappointing — it directly af-
fects whether they can move freely
through their own communities.
Transportation determines far
more than how someone gets
from one place to another. It deter-
mines whether someone can get
to work, attend school, visit family,
or participate in everyday life. Yet
the report found that passengers
requesting wheelchair-accessible
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vehicles wait nearly twice as long
for a ride compared to passengers
requesting standard vehicles.

Outside of New York City, the
situation 1s even more troubling,
the report found. In cities such
as Buffalo, Rochester, and Alba-
ny, wheelchair-accessible ride
options are often not available
through ride-hailing apps at all.

For many people with dis-
abilities, this creates a painful
reality: independence becomes
conditional.

People with disabilities often
need accommodations to navigate
the world. Yet those accommo-
dations frequently come with ad-
ditional financial burdens. Many
individuals within the disability
community live on fixed incomes
or government assistance. When
accessible transportation is limited
or unavailable, people are forced
to rely on expensive alternatives
just to meet daily needs.

For some, transportation costs
consume a large portion of their
monthly income. Others are forced
to overdraft their accounts simply
to travel to work, medical appoint-
ments, or essential errands.

And for many, the cost and dif-
ficulty become so overwhelming
that they simply stop going out.

When transportation 1s Inac-
cessible, people with disabilities
can become isolated in their own
homes. The result can feel like a
form of confinement—not because
of disability itself, but because sys-
tems designed for the public fail to
include everyone.

While the report focuses pri-
marily on wheelchair accessibility,
barriers to transportation affect
many different members of the
disability community.

As a DeafBlind journalist, I
have experienced these barriers
firsthand. There have been times
when [ included instructions in
ride requests explaining that [ am
DeafBlind and asking drivers to
meet me at a specific location to
make the pickup process easier.
Instead of accommodating that
request, some drivers canceled
the ride or insisted that I come to
them.

Friends of mine who use guide
dogs have faced similar challeng-
es. Some have had drivers refuse
their rides entirely because they
did not want a dog in the vehicle.
Yet guide dogs are not pets. They
are essential working animals that

provide independence and safety
for people with disabilities.

Experiences like these reveal
a deeper problem: accessibility
1s still being treated as an after-
thought.

Ride-sharing companies have
transformed transportation and
built global platforms that mil-
lions rely on every day. With that
influence comes responsibility.
Accessibility should not be buried
beneath other ride options in an
app or treated as a specialty ser-
vice. It should be standard.

The report outlines several
solutions, including legislation that
would help expand wheelchair-ac-
cessible vehicles and ensure that
future transportation technologies
remain inclusive.

Recently, Uber announced a
self-booking option through its
Uber Health platform that allows
riders with disabilities to arrange
transportation themselves, offer-
Ing greater autonomy for trips to
jobs, appointments, and communi-
ty activities. While this is a prom-
Ising step toward accessibility,
continued improvements will be
needed to ensure transportation
truly works for everyone.

Policy alone will not solve
the problem. Real progress will
require commitment from both
lawmakers and transportation
companies to ensure passengers
with disabilities are not left behind.

New York has long positioned
itself as a leader 1in advancing civil
rights and opportunity. Ensuring
accessible transportation for peo-
ple with disabilities is part of that
promise.

Because accessibility 1s not a
luxury. It is dignity. It is oppor-
tunity. And most importantly, it
1s freedom. [ urge you to contact
your local representatives to
support legislation like the Creen
Accessible Transition Act and
call on ride-share companies to
prioritize accessibility. Together,
we can turn this urgent need into
real change.

Please visit here to read

the report from New York
Lawyers for the Public
Interest: “Left Behind Across

New York: How For-Hire
Vehicles Continue to Fail
Riders with Disabilities —
and What Must Change.”

SMAN 3719V - 9207 |Udy | €
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Inclusive Futures at Project Access for All

YOUR INPUT MATTERS:
THE FUTURE OF MOPD FORUM

What Should the Mayor's Office for People
with Disabilities Do for New Yorkers?

Join a citywide disability community 2-part forum to
help shape the future of disability policy in New York City.

We invite members of the disability community, advocates, elected
officials, and the public to participate in defining the future of MOPD—
identifying what's working, what isn’t, and what must change.

Session 1— Virtual (online only)
Tuesday, April 14, 2026 Tuesday, April 28, 2026

6:00 PM - 8:00 PM 5:00 PM - 8:00 PM
Format: Virtual | Zoom ] Address:
Transit Workers Union Local 100
Soa— ; 195 Montague Street
O e it s (i || btwlinton St& Cadman plz W
4 Y 9 Brooklyn, NY

education, employment,

transportation, and more) @ Refreshments will be served

@ Share the issues that matter
most to you, and offer
recommendations and solutions

@ Remarks by elected officials

@ Presentation on the history of MOPD,
plus report-outs from Session 1
@ Community input will shape

Session 2 @ Panel discussion with disability
advocates and community voices
o S, % -
REGISTE R H E RE: Sponsored by Additional

Funding by
https://tinyurl.com/mopd-forum-2026

$
FREE and open to the public CIdny }h;ﬂ/e»%%;h
Space is limited — register today T R s ANy s

Access: ASL and CART provided.
To request additional accommodations, contact mopdforum@cidny.org
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Experience Innovation at Abilities Expo NY

abilities

Abilities Expo is back May
1-3 at the New Jersey Conven-
tion & Expo Center in Edison,
bringing together people with
disabilities, families, caregiv-
ers and industry pros for three
days of discovery, connection
and hands-on experiences.
Free to attend, the Expo is
known for blending practical
resources with high-energy
programming, and this year’s
lineup raises the bar with ma-
jor headliners, immersive fea-
tures and powerful moments.

Big Voices, Real Impact

Leading the charge are
two dynamic voices: Cory
Lee and Lachi.

Cory Lee, founder of Curb
Free with Cory Lee, has trav-
eled to dozens of countries as
a wheelchair user and built a
global following by sharing
honest, practical insights on
accessible travel. His session,
“Access the World,” dives into
everything from flying with
a wheelchair to finding truly
accessible hotels and tours.

Lachi, an award-winning
recording artist and founder
of RAMPD (Recording Artists

and Music Professionals with
Disabilities), brings bold ener-
gy and perspective to the Expo
stage. As a blind and neurodi-
vergent artist, she’s reshaping
how disability is represented
in music and culture.

Tools, Tech and Hands-On
Experiences

Beyond the headliners,
the Expo floor is filled with
Innovation, from cutting-edge
mobility devices to everyday
solutions that make daily life
easler. The show floor of 150+
exhibitors with products and
service for people with disabil-
lties 1s not something to miss.

But what really sets this event
apartis how interactive it is. You
can test your skills at adaptive
sports, take on the all-abilities
climbing wall, learn new dance
moves, watch service dog
demos, join inclusive fitness
sessions and connect directly
with a community that gets it.
You can even get your wheel-
chair repaired. . .for free!

The workshop lineup at the
Expo 1s built around practical,
real-world topics that matter to
everyday life. Sessions explore
areas like parenting and fami-
ly dynamics, mental wellness,
nutrition and healthy living,
and strategles for increasing

independence n both the
home and the community:.

Style Meets Accessibility

One of the standout experi-
ences is the Runway of Dreams
Fashion Show where adaptive
fashion takes center stage in a
big way.

Presented In partnership
with Runway of Dreams Foun-
dation, this high-energy show
features models with disabil-
itles rocking bold, functional
designs that prove style has
no limits. Happening daily, it's
fashion with purpose.

Another highlight 1s the
GAMUT Village, a curated
showcase of brands pushing
inclusive  design forward.
Featuring companies like
Victoria’s Secret, adidas and
French Toast, every product
on display has earned the
GAMUT Seal of Approval™,
meaning 1it's been vetted for
accessibility, functionality and
usability by experts and peo-
ple with disabilities.

Breaking Barriers
on the Track

For a high-octane highlight,
Torsten Gross and his adaptive
racecar are a must-visit.

A C6 quadriplegic, Torsten
competes against non-dis-

abled drivers using hand
controls in his Porsche. At the
Expo, you'll be able to see his
car up close and learn how the
Just Hands Foundation is open-
ing the world of motorsports to
disabled drivers.

Something Extra for

the Professionals: NEW
Abilities International
Accessibility Conference

Co-located with the Expo,
the new Abilities Internation-
al Accessibility Conference
will be the first large-scale
U.S. event to bring together
the entire accessibility in-
dustry, Including clinicians,
healthcare providers, ATPs,
dealers, manufacturers and
technicians.

Attendees can earn 10
CEU hours, improve patient
outcomes, learn how to
optimize their business and
connect with complex rehab
professionals.

From free wheelchair
repair and daily living work-
shops to community meetups
and live demos, Abilities
Expo in Edison is more than
an event, it's a celebration.

What are you waiting for?
Register for the Expo for free:
abilities.com/new-york/

reqgister

The information in this article was supplied by Abilities Expo New York.

Advocates Demand Transparency After CDPAP Overhaul

Continued from page 1

Gonzalez-Rojas, aims to correct
misinformation by implementing
common sense oversight and
requiring full transparency from
PPL to protect both essential ser-
vices and public dollars.

Under the Home Care
Transparency Act, PPL will be
required to report data on utili-
zation, finance, customer service
requests, complaints, and acces-
sibility including language and
disability access, and consumer
directed personal assistant data.
This includes payroll and wage
information, information regard-
Ing interactions with subcontract-
ed facilitators and any cases of
fraud. Any audits or investigations
being conducted into the single
fiscal intermediary, on a regular

quarterly and annual basis to the
Commissioner of DOH will also
be made publicly available.

No matter how bad one may
feel about the situation, if they
are not an elder or part of the
disabled community, nobody
can pretend to understand the
hardships lived by Hernandez,
Jimenez and others.

Advocates who attended the
presser online are thankful that
Assemblywoman Gongzalez- Ro-
jas has joined the fight to call on
Gov. Hochul to stay true to her
words of being “for the people”
and doing right by disability
rights, but some found it offensive
when she tried to relate to the
community by speaking about
a minor injury she had and de-

pended on a home health aide.

“We're asking for basic trans-
parency into how $11 billion in
public money is being spent,”
sald Ilana Berger, Political Di-
rector of the NY Caring Majority.
“Home care workers need to
know they'll be paid for their
work. Consumers need to know
they can access their care. And
taxpayers need to know their
Medicaid dollars aren't wasted
by private equity,”

Despite DOH also defending
itself by saying that they have
already paid back everyone
who submitted fully compliant
timesheets in accordance with
program rules, Susan Lerner,
Executive Director of Common
Cause/NY said this program, as

it stands, “is crazy.”

“I'm sorry that we are here
talking about a prime example of
what happens when government
fails its people, when it gives in
to private equity to enrich the
already rich and to victimize the
vulnerable,” she said. “This gov-
ernor took office claiming that
she was going to be an example
of integrity and transparency,
and this program puts the lie to
that representation. So, we are
here to call on the governor to live
up to her stated ideals, to be com-
pletely transparent, not to impose
programs without input from the
affected community. And when
the affected community cries out
and says, this is not working the
way it should, to be responsive.”

SMAN 319V - 9207 |Udy | §
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Disability History

MOPD and the Fight for Freedom

By Warren Shaw
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The formal certificate of appointment for the new Mayor’s Advisory Committee signed by then-mayor

John Lindsay in 1968.

he Mayor's Office for

People with Disabilities (or
MOPD) is a longtime fixture in
New York City government, and
in the city’s disability community.
But this now taken-for-granted
office was the dream and aspira-
tion of some of our first and most
radical leaders.

Pressure for an agency
focused on the disability com-
munity dates to the earliest days
of our movement. Back in 1966,
as Julie and Mollie Shaw put it in
correspondence with City Hall,
such an office was essential for
“the emancipation of the handi-
capped,”’ to “secure and protect
for handicapped citizens their
right to function as members of a
democratic society.”

The push for a city agency
was, in part, a workaround for a
cruclal omission from the then—
recent federal Civil Rights Acts,
the Economic Opportunity Act,
and the like. Those statutes were
designed to enhance the cause
of freedom and opportunity, but
as Mollie and Julie noted, “the
groups specified were race, reli-
gion, sex and age.” Disability was
left out. “It is apparent that none
of our legislators were aware that
the handicapped are also a spe-
clal sub-group of the American
scene; the most defenseless and
most needful group of citizens
denied equal opportunity” (this

federal omission would, of course,
not be finally corrected until the
Americans with Disabilities Act,
in 1990).

The campaign for a city dis-
ability agency went on for several
years, slowly accumulating sup-
port and momentum. By January
1968, a report on a Mayor’'s Com-
mittee on the Handicapped was
on Mayor John Lindsay’s desk.
Activists had been urging that
such a Committee had to have
membership from the disability
community itself, and the Mayor
evidently agreed, because on
February 26 Julie was invited
to serve on the new Mayor's
Advisory Committee on the
Handicapped (or MAC), the first
iteration of what 1s now MOPD.

As Mayor Lindsay's invitation
put 1t, “the work confronting the
Committee is of great importance
to me and to the large number of
handicapped people in our city;
and I look forward to the benefit
of your thinking on how we can
help accomplish the work which
must be done.”

The community importance
of the office was then universal-
ly understood—as the pivotal
movement leader Eunice Florito
later put it, this wouldn't simply
be “another government author-
ity. It represents the history of a
soclal movement.”

But following

the thrilling

invitation to join MAC, Julie and
Mollie heard . . . nothing.

Creation of the office seemed
suspended in midair.

Meanwhile, in Washington
D.C, the last great civil rights bill
of the 1960s was being debated—
the Fair Housing Act. If it passed,
for the first time it would become
lllegal to discriminate in the sale
or rental of housing. Civil rights
legislation had so far avoided the
subject of housing policy, because
it was just too controversial. Pres-
ident Lyndon Johnson's advisers
warned him that housing was a
political loser, and that it would
be literally incendiary to legislate
what sorts of people could live
near each other.

The enormity of the Fair
Housing Act was then universally
understood. Congress had 1n
fact already rejected an earlier
version of the law.

A revised fair housing bill was
introduced in 1967, by Senator
Walter Mondale. In a summer

“The campaign for
a city disability
agency went on
for several years,
slowly accumulating
support and
momentum.”

marked by widespread urban ri-
ots, Senate conservatives mount-
ed afilibuster. Effortsto breakthe
filibuster were unsuccessful until
after March 1, 1968, when the Na-
tional Advisory Commission on
Civil Disorder, better known as
the Kerner Commission, issued
its report.

The Kerner Report's prima-
ry finding was the oft-quoted
warning that “America 1s mov-
Ing toward two societles, one
black, one white—separate and
unequal.” It urged concerted
and massive public intervention.
Prodded by Kerner, ten days later
the Senate passed Mondale’s fair
housing bill. It then went to the
House, where many supporters
thought it would be defeated.

While the fair housing bill
languished 1n the House, back in
New York City, on April 3, 1968,
Julie and Mollie wrote to Lindsay

to complain about City Hall's
failure to act on the new Advisory
Committee for the Handicapped.

The next day, Thursday, April
4, the great civil rights leader
Martin Luther King was shot and
killed.

Just as an atom bomb makes
craters, American citles blew
up the night of King's death. As
the news of King’'s death broke,
residents of Harlem flooded the
streets. Mayor Lindsay was at a
Broadway show but left immedi-
ately when the news was brought
tohim. Over his aides’ objections,
Lindsay headed uptown. ‘‘Some-
body just has to go up there,” he
sald. "“Somebody white just has
to face that emotion and say that
we're sorry.”’ Lindsay remained
in Harlem for several hours, and
as Jimmy Breslin put it the next
day, the people “understood the
truth of John Lindsay. And there
was no riot in New York.”

Amazingly, King's assassina-
tion broke the stalemate, both
in D.C. and in New York. That
Monday, April 8, Lindsay finally
issued the long-awaited Exec-
utive Order and constituted the
Mayor’'s Advisory Committee on
the Handicapped.

On Thursday, April 11, exactly
one week after King’s death, Pres-
ident Lyndon Johnson signed into
law the Fair Housing Act. On the
very same day, at approximately
the same time, up in New York
City John Lindsay formally pre-
sented certificates of appointment
for the new Mayor's Advisory
Committee and called into being
the nation's very first permanent
public body focused on the dis-
ability community.

Very likely this timing was no
accident. Lindsay had been Dep-
uty Chair of the Kerner Commis-
sion and was one of the Report’s
most prominent signatories. In
convening MAC at the same
time as the Fair Housing Act was
signed, the two were symbolical-
ly paired, as great moves towards
freedom in the United States.

This April 11 will be the 58th
anniversary of what 1s now
MOPD. Let us remember the
fiery hopes and dreams which
kindled that body into being.

For more of Warren Shaw'’s
work in disability history, please
go to www.DisabilityHisto-

ryNYC.com
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Accessible Entertainment

BEE Mindful: Making Live Events Inclusive for All

By Cara Liebowitz

BEE
MINDFUL

S5 ks Cragress Red CERH

Northwell’s BEE Mindful program supports neurodiverse individuals in
experiencing community activities, sporting, and entertainment. Photo

courtesy: Northwell.

There’s a more accessible way
to enjoy some of your favorite
local activities this spring and
summer with Northwell's BEE
Mindful program.

Originally developed by North-
well at Cohen Children’'s Medical
Center in 2016, BEE Mindful is a
“national award-winningprogram

that supports
neurodiverse
individuals in
experlencing
community
activities,
sporting, and
entertainment
as well as In
the health-
care setting,”
according to
the Northwell
website.

Theprogram
1S designed
to make both
healthcare and
community
venues more
accessible to
those with sen-
SOry sensitivi-
ties and has served as a model
nationwide.

According to Jennifer Sim-
onetti and Sharon Goodman,
co-creators of the BEE Mindful
program: “This family-centered
approach provides an individu-
alized experience that reduces
sensory overload and fears for

Care Where You Live

Coordinated care for Medicaid-eligible adults

with physical disabilities.

Independence Care System provides expert,

disability-competent care coordination across

NYC, Westchester, and the Hudson Valley.

* Medicaid-eligible adults
% Penple “,Tith ph}rsil:ﬂl dlsablllties

* Coordinate care

* Navigate insurance
* Connect you to home care

P__?'

N

children and families navigating
complex, noisy, and unpredict-
able healthcare environments.”

The program has spread
across Northwell and around the
country in healthcare facilities,
and to community venues in the
greater NYC area. Currently,
there are five community part-
ners: UBS Arena (in partnership
with the NY Islanders), Jones
Beach Theater (in partnership
with Live Nation), Patchogue
Theatre for the Performing Arts,
The Paramount, Huntington and
Queens County Farm Museum.
The BEE Mindful team provides
annual education to staff at the
community partner venues.

The community venues par-
ticipating in the program feature
sensory bags, sensory rooms,
and other programs to help
those who are neurodivergent
enjoy their visit. The aim is to
provide access for neurodiver-
gent children and adults all days
of the year, not just on designated
“sensory sensitive” days.

The following
venues participate
in the BEE Mindful
program:

* UBS Arena (in
partnership with the NY
Islanders)

* Jones Beach Theater (in

partnership with Live
Nation)

» Patchogue Theatre for
the Performing Arts

¢ The Paramount,
Huntington

* Queens County Farm
Museum

Fach sensory room comes
equipped with soft lighting, op-
tional music/white noise, mats,
beanbag chairs, tactile wall and
floor panels, and sensory touch
boards, among other things.
There are three identical sensory

Continued on page 17

April is Autism Acceptance Month

Join ICS and experience care that puts you first.

646.653.6230

CommunityEngagement@icsny.org

Independence
care system

@ Learn more!

www.icsny.org
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& NASSAU COUNTY

S\GAMES
/},2 PHYSICALLY
2/ CHALLENGED

Registration Open
for the Nassau
County Games

for the Physically

Challenged
April to May

Celebrate the 40th Annual Nassau
County Games for the Physically
Challenged on May 29-30 at Mitchel
Field Athletic Complex and Nassau
Community College, Uniondale. Reg-
1ster today to participate or volunteer!

Learn more at www.nassaucoun-
typcgames.com or email victory-
challenge@nassaucountyny.gov for
more details.

Best Practices for
Disability Inclusive

Language
April 2: 1:30 pm
(Virtual)

In this free hourlong training from
Disability Belongs™, learn how to build
language habits that center accuracy,
dignity, and respect. Discussions in-
clude why disability is not a bad word,
tropes to avoid, the differences between
person-first and identity-first language,
and more. There will be time for Q&A
at the end of the training. If you are
unable to attend live, don't worry! All
registrants will receive a link to view
arecording of the session within a few
days of the webinar.

Reqister here.

Disabled In Action of
Metropolitan New York

Monthly Meeting
April 12: 1:30 pm to 4:00 pm
(In-person)

This grassroots civil rights organization
committed to ending discrimination
against people with disabilities holds its
monthly meeting at Positive Exposure
Gallery, 83 Maiden Lane, 4th Floor in
Manhattan.

Visit here for more information.

r REFRAMING DISABILITY

REEI.ABILITIES

FILMFESTIVAL /o v voRK 2026

ReelAbilities Film

Festival
April 23 -30
(In-person and some virtual)

ReelAbilities is the premier interna-
tional film festival dedicated to pro-
moting awareness and appreciation
of the lives, stories, and artistic ex-
pressions of people with disabilities.
ReelAbilities Film Festival: New York
1s the largest disability-themed film
festival in the world. Screenings are
held in various locations throughout
the New York metropolitan area.

ReelAbilities presents all films with
open captions, and all venues are
wheelchair accessible.

Visit here for more information.

The Willowbrook
Legacy: New
Collections and

Axchives
April 28: 2:30 pm to 4:00 pm
(In-person)

The College of Staten Island is hosting
a free open house featuring a new col-
lection that dramatically enhances its
existing archival holdings. The school
has a growing collection of materials
that document the history of the Wil-
lowbrook State School including print-
ed books, reports, dissertations, and
manuscript materials. The event will
be held at the College, 2800 Victory
Boulevard, Staten Island.

Visit here for more information.

abilities

Attend the Abilities
Expo!

May 1: 11:00 am to 5:00 pm
May 2: 11:00 am to 5:00 pm
May 3: 11:00 am to 4:00 pm
(In-person)

The Abilities Expo will be held at the
New Jersey Convention and Expo
Center, where attendees can explore
cutting-edge  disability  products,
technology and resources. Conquer
the accessible climbing wall, dive
into adaptive sports, learn new dance
moves, attend info-packed workshops
and more. It's an epic day out and
FREE, so register today.

To register visit here.

NYC Mayor’s Office for People with Disabilities

Community Update
April 10: 1:00 pm
(Virtual)

The Mayor’s Office for People with Disabilities (MOPD) will hold its 90-minute webinar
with the disability community. Each webinar includes updates from MOPD and other
City, State, or Federal agencies. After the updates, questions and comments from those

In attendance are encouraged.

Reqister here to attend.
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Around Our Towns

FourLeaf's team of volunteers at Pal-O-Mine Equestrian in Islandia. Photo credit: Ellen Lear.

Pal-O-Mine Welcomes FourLeaf for
Volunteer Day

A group of dedicated FourLeaf Federal Credit Union employees enjoyed
a day of volunteerism as they spent a recent morning crafting decorative
items made from horseshoes at Pal-O-Mine Equestrian’s 13-acre farm in
Islandia.

“Many FourLeaf employees have dedicated time to volunteering on the
farm over the past several years as part of our Corporate Volunteer En-
gagement Program,” said Lisa A. Gatti, Founder and CEO of Pal-O-Mine,
which celebrated its 30th anniversary last year. “We are always grateful
for their dedication and warmth, which turned a very chilly day into a cel-
ebration of team spirit, joy and giving.”

The beautiful handmade pieces are among the many unique gifts sold at
Pal-O-Mine'’s main office in Islandia, with all proceeds going to support the
nonprofit's mission to provide comprehensive equine assisted therapeutic
programs to facilitate growth, learning and healing for children and adults
with disabilities, veterans, first responders, cancer survivors, individuals
struggling with mental health challenges and many others.

“I love volunteering at Pal-O-Mine because I get to play a part in their
meaningful impact,” said Caitlin Pannacchione, Executive Administrator
Board Relations at FourLeaf “Creating horseshoes for the gift shop is a
small way to support the incredible work they do for the community. Pal-
O-Mine provides growth, healing and independence to so many. I'm es-
pecially grateful to FourLeaf for encouraging us to give back through op-
portunities like this.”

To learn how your company can participate in Pal-O-Mine's Corporate Vol-
unteer Engagement Program or find out about the organization’s unique
Equine Assisted Corporate Leadership Programs, contact Heather at 631-
348-1389, volunteer@pal-o-mine.org. To learn more about Pal-O-Mine,

DDI’s Annual Cornhole Tournament
Raises Money for Autism Programs

Developmental Disabilities Institute (DDI), a leading Long Island care pro-
vider for children and adults with autism and other developmental dis-
abilities recently announced the success of its 4th Annual Cornhole Tour-
nament, held at Pickleball Heaven in Medford, which raised more than
$33,000.

This year's tournament held special significance as the organization pre-
pares to celebrate its 65th Anniversary this May—a milestone marking
over six decades of dedicated service and community impact.

“It is a privilege to bring our community together in support of such an
extraordinary mission,” said Kim M. Kubasek, CEO of DDI. “With a trusted
reputation for providing specialized services, we are dedicated to helping
every person we support achieve personal growth—charting every way
forward.”

The Smithtown-based organization thanked Tournament Sponsor Team
Schwegler, Platinum Sponsor Bradley & Parker and all sponsors, teams and
spectators for helping to make this day possible.

The nonprofit has also invited the community to participate in the Annual
Golf Classic on June 8th at The Muttontown Club. For more information on
the Golf Classic and full calendar of upcoming events, please visit the web-

site at www.ddiny.org.
/¢ % Visit AbleNews.com
anytime for archived issues, articles,
)/ a calendar of events, affordable
P housing listings, and more!
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Participants in a cornhole tournament in Medford raised money for Developmental Disabilities
Institute. Photo courtesy: Developmental Disabilities Institute.
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Adapted Sports

U.S. Paralympians Make
Their Mark in Italy

By David Block

Paralympian Kelsey O'Driscoll competes in the 14th Winter Paralympic Games in Italy. Photo cour-
tesy: FIS Para Snow Sports.

The 14th Winter Paralympic
Games brought together 611
athletes from 55 countries in Mi-
lano-Cortina, Italy, from March 6
to 15.

The Paralympics take place
every four years immediately
following the Olympics and are
usually held in the same city as
the Olympics.

At the 2026 Winter Paralym-
pics, China racked up the most
medals: 15 gold, 13 silver, and 16
bronze to equal 44.

Team USA finished second
with 13 gold, five silver and six
bronze medals, for a total of 24.

A high point for Team USA was
winning Paralympic gold in sled
hockey for a fifth straight time.

Team USA's Paralympic sled
hockey team finished with five
wins and zero losses. They
romped over ltaly, 14-1, Germany,
13-0, China, 7-1, Czechia 6-1 inthe
semifinal, and Canada, 6-2 in the
gold medalround. Although Team
USA dominated the Paralympics,
they still had a few rough bumps
along the way:.

When Team USA squared off
against Italy in the first Paralym-
pic preliminary round at the Mila-
no Santagiulia Ice Hockey Arena
in Milan, Italy, Italy’s Christoph
Depaoli scored 25 seconds after
the game started. Because Italy
was playing on home ice, almost
everybody in the stands stood up
and cheered.

“We weren't going to let that
one minute deter us from any-
thing,” said Josh Pauls of Green
Brook, N J.

“Their goal got the crowd

excited, so we stayed focused,”
sald Pauls, captain of the USA’s
men's sled hockey team for
a third straight time. He also
played for Team USA when
they won Paralympic gold five
straight times.

Team USA went from trailing
Italy 1-0 to a 14-1 lopsided victory.

The day before Team USA’s
semifinal game against Czechia,
this Able News writer interviewed
Pauls by phone.

Sometimes when a team
remains undefeated for several
games, the players can become
overconfident, complacent, and
sometimes cocky:.

“We would never let that hap-
pentous,” said Pauls. “That wasn't
even an issue.”

They had no time to celebrate
because their job wasn't done yet.

In addition to captaining Team
USA, Pauls was also a flag bearer
at the 2026 Paralympics opening
ceremony with US. six-time
Paralympic alpine skier Laurle
Stephens. To date, she has won
two Paralympic gold medals, two
Paralympic silver medals and six
Paralympic bronze medals.

“It was a great honor to be a
flag bearer, and to be picked not
just from my sled hockey team but
from other U.S. Paralympians,”
said Pauls.

Pauls was born without a
tibla in either leg. At ten months
old, both of his legs were ampu-
tated. He refused to let that set-
back stop him from playing sled
hockey nor doing anything that he
wanted to do.

Continued on page 17

For Today's
Needs and
Tomorrow's
Goals, Save
With NY ABLE

NY ABLE helps individuals with
disabilities and their families:

Build savings while protecting
essential benefits like SSI, SSDI,
and Medicaid

i

0

Benefit from tax-free earnings
and withdrawals for qualified
disability expenses like medical
costs and housing*

Save for everyday needs and
long-term goals with flexible
investment options, including
a checking and savings account

W

Achieve a better quality of life and
more financial freedom—while keeping
the benefits you rely on—with NY ABLE.

Get started with $25.

LEARN MORE

*Earnings on non-qualified withdrawals may
be subject to federal income tax and the
10% Federal Penalty Tax, as well as state
and local income taxes.
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COMMENTARY AND OPINIONS

Inside Perspective

Albany Must Approve Inflationary Increase to Protect Care

By Bob Policastro

or more than three decades,

[ have worked with families
caring for medically fragile chil-
dren and young adults. Many also
live with intellectual and develop-
mental disabilities (I/DD) and rely
on services, supports, and dedi-
cated Direct Support Professionals
(DSPs) to live safe and stable lives.

Today, the care system they de-
pend on is under growing strain.

As the founder and executive
director of Angela’s House and
board member of New York Dis-
ability Advocates (NYDA), I have
seen how consistent, high-quality
care can transform the lives of
these families. [ have also seen
how quickly that stability can fall
apart when the system supporting
1t 1s pushed too far.

That is exactly what 1s happen-
Ing right now.

Across Long Island, the cost
of living continues to climb at a
pace that far outstrips the funding
available to nonprofit providers
supporting individuals with I/DD.
In fact, the seven most expensive
places to live in New York State
are all located on Long Island.
Housing, utilities, transportation,
healthcare, and insurance costs
keep climbing year after year.

Those rising costs are not

abstract. They directly affect the
care system that thousands of
vulnerable New Yorkers depend
on every day.

According to internal NYDA
survey data, providers saw work-
ers’ compensation costs increase
by 4 percent, utility costs rise by
more than 13 percent, and insur-
ance costs jump by 13.3 percent
between 2023 and 2025.

These are essential costs re-
quired to keep programs open
and individuals safe. Yet funding
has not kept pace with the real cost
of delivering care.

That gap 1s fueling a growing
workforce crisis.

OnLonglsland, a Direct Support
Professional earns roughly $20.64
per hour. A warehouse worker
earns about $27.39 per hour, often
with fewer responsibilities and
less specialized training.

For many workers, the choice
becomes simple. They leave
the field.

When experienced DSPs walk
away, the impact is immediate.
Individuals with /DD, many of
whom rely on routine and trusted
relationships, suddenly lose care-
givers they depend on. Families
lose stability and peace of mind.

Continuity of care is not op-

tional. It 1s essential to the health,
safety, and dignity of people with
disabilities.

That is why the 4 percent Target-
ed Inflationary Increase proposed
by the Senate and Assembly must
beincludedinthefinal state budget.
Without this adjustment, providers
across Long Island will continue to
struggle to recruit and retain the
workforce this system depends
on. This modest adjustment would
help providers stabilize wages,
retain experienced staff, and keep
critical services running.

Healthcare costs are also rising
rapidly. Health insurance pre-
miums across Long Island have
increased by nearly 12 percent
In the past year alone, adding
even more pressure for nonprofit
providers. When benefits erode,
workers pay more out-of-pocket,
delay care, or take on medical
debt. That 1s unacceptable for the
professionals who dedicate their
careers to caring for individuals
with complex medical needs.

While the Executive Budget
and one-house proposals did not
include the Healthcare Enhance-
ment Program, the need 1t ad-
dresses has not gone away. Such
Initiatives once helped reduce
out-of-pocket costs for workers

and funding cuts have weakened
those supports at the very mo-
ment they are needed most. This
remains a critical issue that should
be addressed beyond the budget
process. Restoring healthcare
assistance would not only help
workers. It would strengthen the
entire [/DD workforce.

For Long Island families, the
stakes are real. They depend
on a stable workforce to provide
life-sustaining care for individu-
als with intellectual and develop-
mental disabilities and complex
medical needs.

Without funding that reflects
the true cost of living in our re-
gion, stability is at risk.

As budget negotiations con-
tinue in Albany, lawmakers face
a clear choice. They can invest
in the workforce that makes New
York’s disability service system
possible, or allow the strain on
providers, workers, and families
to deepen.

The strength of New York's I/
DD system depends entirely on
the people who deliver care ev-
ery day.

Investing in that workforce is
how we protect the dignity, safety,
and stability of some of our most
vulnerable neighbors.

We specialize in:

legal system.

Empowering Individuals with Disabilities

Are you facing discrimination in the workplace due to your disability? Are public places inaccessible, hindering
your mobility and rights? Have you suffered a personal injury and need legal support? Look no further than Bell
Law Group, PLLC. With over 20 years of dedicated service, we've been the beacon of justice for individuals with

disabilities. Our team of experienced lawyers is committed to fighting for your rights.

* Workplace discrimination, including failure to accommodate cases.

* Public accessibility cases, ensuring businesses comply with ADA and
NY State Human Rights Law.

* Personal injury cases, advocating for your rightful compensation.

At Bell Law Group, PLLC, we understand the challenges faced by individuals

with disabilities. That's why we're passionate about being your voice in the

Contact us at 516-280-3008 or find us on the web at www.BellL.G.com
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Civics Leagues Conversation

System Design, Not Just Funding: Why
People with Disabilities Are Still Falling
Through the System

By Marcus Johnson, Disability Activist, Co-leader Civics League for Disability Rights

hen services fail peo-

ple with disabilities,
the policy response in Albany
often follows a familiar script:
allocate more funding, stabilize
the workforce, and monitor the
transition. Those steps matter. But
they sidestep a more fundamental
question.

What if the central problem is
not how much money flows into
the system, but how that money
1s spent? If the system was never
engineered to meet the needs of
people with high-acuity physical
disabilities living in the commu-
nity, incremental adjustments at
the margins will never resolve the
underlying problem.

New York's Managed Long-
Term Care (MLTC) program
has faced sustained scrutiny
for years. Yet despite roughly
$15.5 billion spent annually on
MLTC, there remains limited
transparency on how those funds
are used and even less meaning-
ful oversight. The recent disrup-
tion surrounding the Consumer
Directed Personal Assistance
Program (CDPAP) transition to
a single fiscal intermediary has
further exposed persistent ser-
vice instability.

For many New Yorkers with
disabilities, the current moment
feels less like a new crisis and
more like a predictable stress test
revealing long-standing structur-
al weaknesses.

Simply put, we saw this coming.
Advocates warned about these
risks for years—through letters,
testimony, and protest—but those
warnings were largely ignored.

Scale Without Precision

New York’s MLTC program
now serves more than 300,000
individuals statewide, making it
one of the largest long-term care
managed care systems in the
nation. Nationally, roughly one in
four adults live with a disability,
according to the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention.

Across the state, consumers
continue to report delayed home
care authorizations, extended
waits for wheelchair repair and

durable medical equipment, and
uneven care coordination across
plans and providers.

Despite the enormous cost of
care in New York, research from
the Urban Institute shows that
people with disabilities experi-
ence higher rates of unmet health
care needs than their nondisabled
peers.

High cost, limited accountabili-
ty, and poor health outcomes point
to structural misalignment.

Where the Current Model
Falls Short

Workforce  shortages and
reimbursement levels are real
pressures. Direct care workers
deserve fair compensation, and
provider networks must be ade-
quately resourced. Funding ad-
justments alone, however, cannot
correct design limitations embed-
ded in the current long-term care
architecture.

Building an expensive system
on a flawed foundation does not
strengthen 1it; it only delays the
inevitable consequences. The
MLTC model rests on structural
assumptions that no longer match
the realities of community living
with complex disabilities.

The existing system often as-
sumes a relatively stable, moder-
ate-need population. People with
high-acuity physical disabilities
frequently require something
different: tightly coordinated care,
rapid equipment response, and
service continuity that can with-
stand administrative disruption.

These are not new concerns.
The disability community has
raised them repeatedly with
elected officials and state health
authorities for decades.

A recent New York State
Department of Health update ac-
knowledged ongoing access and
continuity concerns during the
CDPAP transition, reinforcing what
many consumers and advocates
have documented in real time.

The pattern 1s familiar: warn-
ings from the disability commu-
nity, inadequate services, and ac-
tion only after problems become
unavoidable.

“The question is not whether
the system is funded. It is whether
1t was built to work for people with
the most complex disabilities.”

The Compounding Impact on
Daily Life

For people with significant
physical  disabilities, system
friction is cumulative. For many
people with physical disabilities,
these delays determine whether
someone gets out of bed in the
morning.

A delayed wheelchair repair
1s not merely inconvenient; it can
mean missed medical appoint-
ments, lost employment hours, or
increased risk of injury. Gaps in
authorized home care coverage
destabilize carefully constructed
community living arrangements.

Over time, these failures create
measurable risk: unnecessary
Institutionalization, higher acute
care utilization, and preventable
declines in health and indepen-
dence.

New York has invested heavily
iIn home and community-based
services to avold these outcomes.
The persistence of these gaps
suggests that investment levels
and system performance remain
imperfectly aligned.

What Meaningful Redesign

Would Require
If policymakers are serious

about strengthening community

living for people with disabilities,
the next phase of reform must
move beyond incremental adjust-
ments.

A more durable approach
would include;

* Formalized disability-led con-
sultation embedded in program
design.

* Transparent public reporting
on high-acuity performance
metrics.

* Specialized care coordination
models for people with signif-
icant physical disabilities.

+ Stronger timeliness standards
for equipment and home care
delivery.

New York has the policy in-
frastructure to pursue this level

Marcus Johnson

of precision. What has been less
consistent is calibrating systems
around the consumers with the
most complex needs.

A Moment for Policy Maturity

People with disabilities are not
asking for exceptional treatment.
We are asking for systems cali-
brated to the realities of commu-
nity living with complex physical
needs.

New York is already spending
billions of taxpayer dollars. The
challenge is not the amount spent,
but whether those resources are
directed toward solutions that
actually work.

As New York continues refin-
Ing 1its long-term care landscape,
the state faces a choice: continue
treating service gaps primarily
as funding fluctuations or confront
the deeper design questions that
recent disruptions have brought
into sharper focus.

Until policy architecture fully
reflects lived experience, the
cycle will remain familiar: new
investments, new transitions,
and too many New Yorkers with
disabilities still navigating pre-
ventable instability.

It is time to stop asking only
how much we spend and start
asking whether the system we
built actually works.

Marcus Johnson, CRC-CVE,
LMHC, is Co-Leader of the Civ-
ics League for Disability Rights,
an Independent, volunteer-led
group of New Yorkers with dis-
abilities advocating for systemic
change In healthcare, access, and
disability-led  policy.  Contact:
civicsleague@gmail.com
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Legal Lens

Trump Administration Considering Social
Security Disability Cuts

By James Weisman, Esq..

:[n 1981, shortly after Ron-
ald Reagan was elected
President of the United States,
his administration sent letters to
485,000 Social Security Disabil-
ity Insurance (SSDI) recipients
stating that, after review, they
were consldered not disabled
within the meaning of the Social
Security Act. These reviews did
not include physical exams, just
reexaminations of the files of
SSDI recipients and, in a minority
of cases, an In-person interview.

Of those cut off, 66% had
SSDI  benefits restored after
challenging the determination.
Of those represented by attor-
neys, 86% had benefits restored.
The overwhelming majority of
those who lost benefits did not
return to work. They became
dependent on local government
ald programs and family.

Acknowledging the error of
his ways, in 1984, President Rea-
gan signed the Social Security
Disability Benefits Reform Act
which required the government
to prove an individual’s condition
had improved before benefits
could be terminated.

Reagan’'s campaign for pres-
ident coined the term “welfare
queens” to describe mothers
with children receiving gov-
ernment support. This attitude
regarding benefits reform car-
ried over to the SSDI program,

although in the end, the program
remained intact and was evenim-
proved by Congress in response
to the Reagan Administration’s
meddling.

Now, four decades later,
the Trump Administration is
considering issuing a Notice of
Proposed Rulemaking (required
by law) to inform the public that
it will revisit the SSDI program.
According to the Center on Bud-
get and Policy Priorities, the goal
1s a 20% reduction in the number
of recipients over ten years. The
Urban Institute’'s analysis of the
proposal indicates that even a
10% cut would mean 750,000
people would be denied benefits

" People with
disabilities and
their advocates
should stay alert for
proposed changes
and encourage their
members of Congress
to oppose additional
cuts, restrictions and
slowdowns.”

during that period.

About 80% of SSDI recipients
are over 50. Older workers are
least likely to be employed after
benefits denials. The Social Secu-

rity Act requires the government
to consider the applicant’s age and
education as the Social Security
Administration (SSA) determines
eligibility. Ifan applicant cannot en-
gage In substantial gainful activity,
lLe., work, they're deemed eligible.
It 1s subjective, case-by-case
determination. The least educated
are the most likely to be eligible as
they are the hardest to reemploy
after disability. The country will
likely reexperience the Reagan era
results if the Trump Administration
follows through with the SSDI cuts,
despite campaign promises not to
cut Social Securtty.

[ronically, from a political point
of view, SSDI cuts would hurt Ap-
palachia and Southern states the
most despite their support for the
President in the 2024 elections.
The states with the highest per-
centages of workers retiring on
SSDI are Arkansas, Mississippi,
Alabama, Kentucky, West Virgin-
la, and Maine. Aging, blue-collar
workers who become too dis-
abled to stay on the job are the
reason why. Office workers are
far less likely to qualify for SSDI
than physical laborers because
many can continue to work after
the onset of disability.

The Administration has al-
ready cut 7,000 jobs at Social
Security resulting in fewer staff
serving fewer applicants and
beneficiaries. Backlog has in-

James Weisman, Esq.

creased. Applicant walting peri-
ods for eligibility determinations
average eight months. Also, the
Administration has imposed new
restrictions on how people with
disabilities can communicate
with SSA, requiring In-person
visits and less telephone avail-
ability, due to customer service
staffing cuts.

The cuts being considered are
controversial and the Adminis-
tration has postponed issuing the
Notice of Proposed Rulemaking
as 1t considers the impact of
Department of Government
Efficiency (DOCE) cuts on SSA.
People with disabilities and their
advocates should stay alert for
proposed changes and encour-
age their members of Congress
to oppose additional cuts, restric-
tions and slowdowns.

Opinions expressed are solely those of the writer(s) and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of Able News at The Viscardi Center and/or The Viscardi Center.
Submissions should be on topics affecting the disability community, maximum 600 words, and must include the writer’s name and phone number for verification.
Able News reserves the right to edit for grammar, length, and factual accuracy. Able News cannot respond to all submissions and publication of submissions is
not guaranteed. To submit an op-ed for consideration, please email a full draft to ablenews@viscardicenter.org.
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Haircutting
Haircutting in your home.
917-363-6834

W
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Smithy’s

516-406-5937

Stair lift and wheelchair repairs.

We're proud to share
news for, by, and about
people with disabilities.
As a registered digital
reader, you'll receive
Able News in your inbox

each month.
Sign Up Today!



mailto:ablenews@viscardicenter.org

Conversations with Able News

Meet Ricky Bartlett - A Double Amputee Actor Who
Proves Positivity Has Power

By Anthony DiCocco

,
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Actor and advocate Ricky Bartlett shared his thoughts about representation in the disabled community

and his outlook on life. Photo courtesy: Ricky Bartlett.

Ricky Bartlett is a SAG-AFTRA
actor, radio host, Society of Voice
Arts and Sciences (SOVAS)
award-winning voiceover artist
and double-leg amputee. Most
notably, the Columbus, Ga. na-
tive appeared In an episode of
Chicago P.D. in 2019, which was
his debut acting role.

He now serves on SAG-AF-
TRA’s Diversity and Ethnic Equal
Opportunities (EEO) Committee.
Bartlettis also the head of Creative
Development for Studio bVox—a
volceover company that he cre-
ated and runs from his current
home in Louislana.

After having his left leg ampu-
tated in 2014 due to contracting
necrotizing fasciitis while hiking,
Bartlett decided to have his right
leg removed in 2022 because
of complications caused by the
same flesh-eating disease.

Bartlett spoke with Able News
about representation for the
disabled community, as well as
staying positive through every-
thing that has come his way.

You discovered you lost a toe
before your first amputation
and you just flushed it down
the toilet like nothing hap-
pened. Is that correct?

One day, I walked into the
bathroom, undid my bandages
and [ found my middle toe sitting
in the bandage. I didn't panic.
[ just thought, “What would my
cavemen ancestors have done?”

Would they have cried about it
and went to the local doctor? No.
They had sabretooths chasing
them. I wrapped everything back
up, cleaned 1t up and walked the
best as [ could back into the din-
Ing room where we were having
Thanksgiving dinner.

Never told anybody, but my
wife Jennifer knew something
was up because the stench was
horrible. But that was my mental-
ity. It was stupid, but that was it.

You made the call to have
your second leg amputated.
How did you come to that
decision?

They originally told me that
they needed to amputate half
the foot. And I said, “No, I'm not
walking around looking like no
goat. Amputate it to the same
area that my left leg is.”

Then on Friday the 13th, they
chop-chopped that thing right off.
That was the best decision ['ve
ever made; I didn't have to put my
wife through that again. During

the first amputation, the only way
['went to that hospital was hearing
that woman scream of frustration
because she thought [ was going
to die in that bed, and they told
me that had [ laid in that bed for
12 hours, I would have.

Getting into the acting world,
have you experienced any
difficulties with getting roles?

[ had an audition for a Jardiance
commercial. I had diabetes, so I
thought it was great. I contacted
the casting department and they
said, “We're not going to put you
into this audition because we
don't think the director 1s going
to want you.”

They basically blocked me
because they didn't think I'd be
able to do alot. That angered me,
so [ posted it on Facebook and I
ended up getting on the SAG-AF-
TRA’s Diversity and EEO Com-
mittee. Now [ can do something
about these things, but when it
comes to actors with disabilities,
we are so shadowed.

Do you have any projects
lined up?

I'm doing a video game called
Get Prepped! as a voiceover and
I love it; it's beautiful. The woman
who founded this video game
company was human trafficked
Internationally and she survived.

That’s why I'm so passionate
about 1it. There are kids out there
playing eight hours of video
games on a Saturday, but they
also may be dealing with some
things and they can’t or won't talk
to someone.

What this game does is they
have real licensed therapists, so
while they're playing the game
in this apocalyptic world, they
can go to a virtual office and do
a telemedicine conference with
someone to get the help they
need. That blew my mind, so I
immediately said, “I would love
to be a part of this.”

[ was sexually abused, so this
video game pulled me closer
because of my own experience.
Being driven from Columbus to
Atlanta at 11 years old and having
men waiting there for me to be

passed around was the moment [
wanted to commit suicide.

When I was in a hospital for
therapy after my first amputation,
all the nurses wanted to come to
my room because everyone was
so negative. But [ was positive be-
cause losing my legs was not the
worst thing that ever happened to
me.

You won a Danny Award for
singing. What was stepping
out of your comfort zone for
that experience like?

At first, [ said "“"No,” but then I
remembered that Gabriel Igle-
slas said, “You always say yes.”
The Danny Awards 1s global;
they were looking for everybody
from everywhere and they were
choosing 10 people. When they
called me up, I thought they were
joking.

They flew me out to New York
and [ performed on Broadway.
After that, someone emailed me
and said, "I was in the audience
back in 2023 and I loved your
speech at the end. [ was going to
commit suicide the next day, but
that speech made me decide I
need to beat my own monsters.”

You want to see a big old coun-
try boy crying? That touched my
heart like you wouldn't believe.

Do you ever wonder what
your life would be like if you
hadn’t gone hiking that day?

I don't think I'd be as happy:. 1
complained a lot back then about
the small things. Having gone
through that and realizing that
I could have died, I feel like I'm
a better person now because I
see things differently than I did
before.

[ try not to tell other folks what
to do. But you have to understand
that you will wake up the next
day. That sun's going to shine,
so make sure you focus on the
positive because what you put
out there comes back.

Anthony DiCocco 1s a reporter
with The SBU Media Group, part of
Stony Brook University's School of
Communication and Journalism'’s
Working Newsroom program for
students and local media.

April is Limb Loss and Limb Difference Awareness Month
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U.S. Paralympians Make Their Mark in Italy

Continued from page 11

Pauls's teammate three-time
gold-medal winner Jack Wallace
of Franklin Lakes, N. J. had his
right leg amputated at age ten
after a boating accident.

“It took years to adjust,” said
Wallace in a phone interview
with this writer. “I had to learn
how to walk again and to use
prosthetics, but I was determined
to regain my mobility and go
back to playing hockey.”

Ice hockey remained his favor-
lte sport.

When the U.S. beat Canada 6-2
In the gold medal round, Wallace

scored a hat trick—three goals.

A number of U.S. Paralympians
came away with no medals but
still greatly benefited from the
experience such as para-alpine
skier (standing) Kelsey O'Driscoll
of Clens Falls, N'Y.

This was O'Driscoll’s first time
competing in the Paralympics.

“It was a total blast’ said
O'Driscoll.
O'Driscoll finished seventh

in Super-G (Super CGiant Slalom)
standing, eighth in Super Com-
bined—=Standing, and ninth in
Clant Slalom - Standing.

(In Para-alpine skiing, Super
G combines the high speed of
downhill skiing with the turning
required in glant slalom. Su-
per-combined standing requires
downhill speed along with techni-
cal skills. Giant Slalom - standing
1s a technical event for athletes
with upper or lower limb impair-
ments who ski standing, focusing
on precision over speed.)

O’Driscoll sustained spinal
fractures while sledding with
family and friends at age 27 in
2021. Now neither of her legs
have much feeling, and she lost

some of her motor skills. Howev-
er, O'Driscoll said that dealing
with her asthma is harder than
managing her spinal injuries.

“My asthma 1s less predict-
able,” said O'Driscoll. "I have no
idea when it would flare up.”

O'Driscoll 1s a registered
nurse, and she often cares for
patients with asthma.

To learn more about Team
USA and their 2026 Paralympic
accomplishments, go to https://
www.teamusa.com/mila-
no-cortina-2026/paralympics/
roster.

BEE Mindful: Making Live Events Inclusive for All

Continued from page 8

rooms at UBS Arena, and one at
Jones Beach Theater. Sensory
bags contain a variety of fidget
toys, including poppets, fidget
tubes, and tangle toys, as well as
sunglasses and noise-canceling
headphones.

Even on a relatively small
scale, the program has already
been transformative. Kailee Sil-
verman, Coordinator of Clinical
Services at Developmental Dis-
abilities Institute (DDI), has seen
the impact of sensory rooms and
other accommodations on their
students in the day program, al-
lowing students to take breaks to
regulate themselves and return
to the classroom ready to engage.

“Initiatives like Northwell's
BEE Mindful are highly comple-
mentary to the supports we pro-
vide at DDI,” she says. “Extend-
ing sensory-friendly, emotionally
supportive environments into the
broader community is essential.
When local businesses intention-
ally create inclusive spaces, it not
only benefits neurodiverse indi-
viduals but strengthens the com-
munity as a whole. We welcome
and encourage the development
of more community-based pro-
grams that promote accessibility,
comfort, and belonging for all.”

Simonetti and  Goodman
agree. "Families can attend con-
certs and events together with

greater confidence, knowing
there are sensory rooms and
tools to help take some time
away so they can return to the
event. Individuals are better
able to manage noise, light, and
crowd-related triggers that help
to avoid the need to leave the
event altogether but allow for a
mental pause that allows them
to return to the event leading to
overall improved enjoyment and
participation.”

The venues participating in
the program have reported an
overall smoother experience
for individuals who are neurodi-
vergent, and a reduced need to
leave events early or skip them

entirely. Individuals and families
can ask about the BEE Mindful
program at guest services and
the program is advertised at
each venue.

Now, thanks to the BEE
Mindful program, concerts and
other activities are more acces-
sible than ever to those who are
neurodivergent. Next time you
attend a concert at Jones Beach
Theater, or an Islanders game
at UBS Arena, ask about the BEE
Mindful program, and enjoy the
show!

For more information about
the BEE Mindful program, visit
https://beemindful.northwell.
edu/QA/index.php.

The Museum of Disability History is a one-of-a-kind cultural institution bringing together art and
artifacts that present the history, way of life, and identity of a vibrant disability community and a place
where visitors of all ages can learn and reflect.
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It offers:

* Group Tours
» Traveling Exhibits
* Venue Rentals

Organizations

« School Field Trips and Educational Resources

+ Educational Workshops for Businesses/
« Sponsorship Opportunities

Learn more at Museumofdisabilityhistory.org

j» at The Viscardi Center
201 L.U. Willets Road,
Albertson, NY 11507

Museum of Disability History
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