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INTRODUCTION

	On November 30, 2020, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member Ydanis Rodriguez, will hold an oversight hearing regarding Accessibility of Streets in New York City (NYC or City). As NYC has been dramatically impacted by the novel Coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19), the hearing will explore how the City is ensuring the accessibility of its streets for all residents, including those who have disabilities, now and in the future. As the City is reimagining public space and how people interact with this space, including innovative ideas regarding sidewalk and street space, the hearing will look to better understand what the NYC Department of Transportation (DOT) and the NYC Mayor’s Office for People with Disabilities (MOPD) is doing to ensure accessibility. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives of DOT, the MOPD, transit advocates, advocates for the disabled, and other interested parties. 
BACKGROUND
In late December of 2019, a new virus, SARS-CoV-2, was detected in Wuhan, China and by January 30, 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared that COVID-19, the disease caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus, was now a Public Health Emergency of International Concern (PHEIC).[footnoteRef:1] As of November 25, 2020, COVID-19 has infected 60,101,887 people across the globe, and has killed over 1,400,000 people.[footnoteRef:2] In the United States alone, there have been more than 12,662,000 cases of infection and over 261,000 deaths.[footnoteRef:3] As of November 25, 2020, New York State has had over 610,000 confirmed cases of infection and over 26,400 deaths, many of which have taken place in NYC.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  World Health Organization “Rolling updates on coronavirus disease (COVID-19)”, Updated April 18, 2020, available at: https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/events-as-they-happen .  ]  [2:  Johns Hopkins University of Medicine, Coronavirus Resource Center, “Global Map,” Updated November 25, 2020, available at:  https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html. ]  [3:  Id. ]  [4:  New York State, Department of Health, “NYSDOH COVID-19 Tracker,” Updated November 25, 2020, available at: https://covid19tracker.health.ny.gov/views/NYS-COVID19-Tracker/NYSDOHCOVID-19Tracker-Map?%3Aembed=yes&%3Atoolbar=no&%3Atabs=n. ] 

The progressive nature by which the virus spreads has caused governments across the globe to shut down businesses, schools, religious and cultural institutions, and mandate various levels of social isolation. While this has seemingly helped to limit the spread of the virus, stay-at-home orders have had a catastrophic impact on economic markets, including for businesses throughout NYC. While NYC attempts to alleviate the impact of the pandemic through innovative uses of City streets and sidewalks, such as the Open Streets program and curbside dining, accessibility must remain a key concern. In redesigning our public space, the City must ensure that everyone, particularly those persons living with a disability, have access to these public spaces.
MOPD
	Since 1973, the MOPD has been operating with the goal of acting as liaison between the NYC government and the disability community.[footnoteRef:5] The MOPD was created to ensure that the rights and concerns of the disability community are included in all City initiatives, and that City programs and policies are adequately addressing the needs of the people with disabilities throughout the City.[footnoteRef:6] For the nearly one million New Yorkers who self-identify as persons living with a disability and the approximately six million annual visitors to the city who have disabilities, the MOPD has worked to ensure that services and programs for persons with disabilities are constantly improving and expanding in all facets of life, including transportation, employment, healthcare, housing, education, access to City service and financial empowerment.[footnoteRef:7] The office is working towards making New York the most accessible city in the world, constantly engaging in advocacy and policymaking at the local, state, national and international levels to ensure that accessibility and full inclusion are core components for all public and private stakeholders.[footnoteRef:8]  [5:  New York City, Mayor’s Office for People with Disabilities, About: What We Do, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/site/mopd/about/about.page. ]  [6:  Id. ]  [7:  Id. ]  [8:  Id. ] 

Persons with Disabilities in NYC
	In the United States, it is estimated that there are over 85 million Americans – or 27.2% - are living with a disability.[footnoteRef:9] Approximately one million New Yorkers, or roughly 11% of the City’s population, have disclosed living with a disability.[footnoteRef:10] Of the one million New Yorkers living with a disability, about 10% are estimated to use wheelchairs.[footnoteRef:11] DOT, along with city and state agencies, work in collaboration with the MOPD to ensure that all New Yorkers, including those living with a disability can easily navigate the city, including utilizing public transportation daily.[footnoteRef:12] As the number of people living with a disability living in and visiting NYC is large, it is important that the City continually looks to improve and expand the services, programs and initiatives it has to serve this population, particularly in regards to transportation, as this has a substantial impact on nearly all facets of a person’s life. [9:  United States Census, Danielle Taylor, “Americans with Disabilities: 2014: Household Economic Studies,” Updated November 2018, available at: https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2018/demo/p70-152.pdf.]  [10:  NYC Mayor’s Office for People with Disabilities, Reports, “AccessibleNYC 2019 Edition,” available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/mopd/downloads/pdf/accessible-nyc-2019.pdf. ]  [11:  Id. ]  [12:  Id. ] 



DOT and Street Accessibility 
	DOT’s goal is to provide for safe, efficient, and environmentally responsible movement of people and goods in NYC.[footnoteRef:13] In addition, DOT is tasked with maintaining and enhancing the transportation infrastructure that is important to ensuring their users maintain their economic vitality and quality of life.[footnoteRef:14] The steps that they take to ensure this include: providing safe, efficient and environmentally responsible movement of pedestrians, goods and vehicular traffic on streets, highways, bridges and waterways in NYC; improving traffic mobility throughout NYC; maintaining NYC’s infrastructure; encouraging mass transit use and other modes of transportation; and holding traffic safety educational programs.[footnoteRef:15] DOT’s over 5,000 employees manage an annual operating budget of $900 million and a five-year $10.1 billion capital program, while also overseeing 6,000 miles of streets and highways, 12,000 miles of sidewalks, and 794 bridges and tunnels.[footnoteRef:16] [13:  NYC Department of Transportation, About DOT, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/html/dot/html/about/about.shtml.]  [14:  Id. ]  [15:  Id. ]  [16:  Id. ] 

	In an effort to serve persons with disabilities, DOT implements programs to help make NYC’s streets more accessible.[footnoteRef:17] Although the main goal of DOT’s projects is to improve safety for all New Yorkers, specific measures have been taken to ensure that people with low vision, hearing or cognitive disabilities, or limited mobility are able to access all of NYC.[footnoteRef:18] DOT’s policy is to comply with all applicable laws, which includes, but is not limited to, the American’s with Disabilities Act (ADA) and the Rehabilitation Act, while also being critical in ensuring that the City, including the agency, does not discriminate on the basis of disability in the operation of its programs, services and activities.[footnoteRef:19]  [17:  NYC Department of Transportation, About DOT, “NYC DOT Initiatives for People with Disabilities,” available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/html/dot/html/about/accessibility-information.shtml. ]  [18:  Id. ]  [19:  Id. ] 

To ensure compliance and inclusion of all people with disabilities, DOT has, among other things: 
· Committed to making pedestrian space safe and accessible for all users, implementing pedestrian ramps to get on and off streets and sidewalks;[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Id. ] 

· Ensured those who are blind or low vision are aware of the location of bike lanes throughout the City;[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Id. ] 

· Created a campaign, called the Cycle Eyes Campaign, which looks to increase awareness of vulnerable road users, especially low vision or blind pedestrians, throughout the City, especially on the over 1,000 miles of bike lanes. The campaign has been approved and supported by the NY Lighthouse Guild for the Blind, Pedestrians for Accessible and Safe Streets Coalition, Selis Manor and VISIONS/Services for the Blind and Visually Impaired;[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Id. ] 

· Implemented accessibility measures within DOT’s Pedestrian Plazas program, which looks to create more public open space by utilizing underutilized street space and converting them into plazas, where New Yorkers can sit, rest, socialize and enjoy public life. Notably, due to COVID-19 and the resulting financial crisis, project implementation has been reduced;[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Id. ] 

· Ensured pedestrian signals have accessibility features to protect pedestrians who are blind or who have low vision by assisting them in crossing the streets with short recorded messages and sounds;[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Id. ] 

· Ensured pedestrians intervals are accessible for all pedestrians, providing visual signals for pedestrians to walk and cars to go;[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  Id. ] 

· Implemented Safe Streets for Seniors, a pedestrian safety initiative for older New Yorkers by which DOT consistently evaluates pedestrian conditions in targeted “Senior Pedestrians Focus Areas” throughout the city from a senior’s perspective and makes necessary safety improvements. The initiative studies crash data, conducts outreach, and develops and implements mitigation measures to improve the safety of seniors and other pedestrians. Since launching the program in 2008, DOT has addressed senior pedestrian safety issues in 41 Senior Pedestrians Focus Areas in the five boroughs, with annual senior pedestrian fatalities decreasing 17% citywide, from an average of 65 fatalities per year between 1999 and 2008 to an average of 54 fatalities between 2009 and 2018;[footnoteRef:26] and  [26:  NYC DOT, Pedestrians, Safe Streets for Seniors, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/html/dot/html/pedestrians/safeseniors.shtml. ] 

· Implemented CityBench, a program that installs attractive and durable benches throughout the City, which make streets more comfortable for transit riders and pedestrians, especially for those who are older and disabled. DOT currently manages and maintains over 2,100 CityBenches citywide, with DOT allowing for the public to suggest new locations on public sidewalks throughout the City. DOT prioritizes neighborhoods and key corridors to ensure that all streets are accessible and comfortable for pedestrians.[footnoteRef:27]  [27:  NYC DOT, Pedestrians, CityBench Program, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/html/dot/html/pedestrians/citybench.shtml. ] 

CONCLUSION
	At today’s hearing, the Committee seeks to learn more from DOT and the MOPD about efforts to address the needs of persons with a disability, particularly concerning measures to ensure that NYC’s streets are accessible for all persons. The Committee will also look to gain further insight into the MOPD’s and their agency partners’ goal, described in the 2019 Accessible NYC Report[footnoteRef:28] by the MOPD Commissioner, to make NYC “the most accessible city in the world.”   [28:  NYC Mayor’s Office for People with Disabilities, Reports, “AccessibleNYC 2019 Edition,” available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/mopd/downloads/pdf/accessible-nyc-2019.pdf.] 
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