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Thank you Council Members Lee, Brewer, Gennaro, Hanif, Hudson, Lewis, Powers, Riley,
Sanchez, and Ung for listening to our concerns about employment and access for people with
disabilities.

My name is Eman Rimawi-Doster and I am the Access-A-Ride Coordinator and Organizer at the
Disability Justice Program of New York Lawyers for the Public Interest (NYLPI), which has
advocated for over 45 years for the rights of persons with disabilities in New York.

If you think unemployment is generally bad, it’s even worse in the disability community. The
most recent report of the Bureau of Labor Statistics states that only 19.1 percent of persons with
disabilities were employed. 1

Instead of being reactive, we need to change our approach and be proactive. Employers must
send job listings to organizations and agencies that may come in contact with individuals

1 https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/disabl.pdf.

https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/disabl.pdf


with disabilities, including independent living centers, college disability offices, and state
vocational rehabilitation agencies.

I tried obtaining employment help from disability advocacy organizations, which told me time
and time again that, because I “didn’t have mental problems” and was “overqualified” for many
available jobs for people with disabilities, I couldn’t get help and I had to just “be patient” as I
searched and applied alone! Even the Mayor's Office for People with Disabilities (MOPD)
merely told me to join my Community Board and become its president!  That was in 2017. I got
no referrals and no one told me about the independent living centers – organizations that are
run by people with disabilities and exist in every borough. We need to connect people with
disabilities to advocacy organizations that actually assist in finding employment, and we
need to adequately fund those organizations.

And by the way, I received zero help to keep my Medicaid – the lifeline for people with severe
disabilities – when I found work. We need to help people with disabilities retain Medicaid
when they start working.

Historically, I have never had an issue getting in the door for a job. But once I got hired, and they
could see my lupus flare-ups, employers would change their tune and suddenly say and do
things that would be deemed discriminatory.  I wasn’t believed by one employer when I was
having mini-strokes and nearly died. I wasn’t accommodated while working at a different
organization when I asked to work from home once a week, which led to me pushing myself to
come into the office and finally quitting because it wasn’t worth the physical pain it was causing
me. And one of the last organizations I worked at, a few years before I began at NYLPI,
wouldn’t allow me to go part time, and literally told me, “push through your pain and exhaustion
because we need you here full time.” I ultimately quit that job too, which is often what people
with disabilities in my situation are forced to do. I’m educated. I have an extensive amount of
organizing and facilitation experience. I’ve worked for a number of nonprofits and agencies
throughout the city since 2000. I’ve been around the world and I’ve made all kinds of contacts
with whom I still talk and with whom I continue to work. And while doing all of that, I had, and
still have, Lupus.

But having Lupus for 24 years, and being an amputee for the last nine years, has shown me just
how strong ableism is. I’ve been treated like my accessibility asks are too much, when they’re
always reasonable and adhere to Americans with Disabilities Act (and city and state non-
discrimination law) requirements. I’ve been made to feel bad or wrong when I’ve addressed
discrimination which I knew was there. Employers must be aware of the requirements of
disability laws and they must provide people with disabilities with the necessary
supports and accommodations to perform their jobs.

I’ve been making it work for five years at NYLPI. NYLPI has seen the dedication I have put into
my work every day. Not only does my work get results, but it gets  NYLPI media coverage on a
regular basis, so that we can educate broadly about how crucial disability rights are. I just



needed someone to give me a chance and believe me and believe in me.  And accommodate
me pursuant to non-discrimination law mandates.

NYLPI strongly supports Int. 0681-2022 and Int. 0682-2022, but offers the following suggestions
to make them even stronger:

● Insert findings regarding unemployment and underemployment of people with
disabilities, as well as statistics regarding exclusion of people with disabilities due to lack
of access.

Int. 0681-2022
● Mandate that MOPD compile lists of specific  jobs around the city, post them on their

website, and update them in real time.
● Mandate that MOPD offer regular information sessions to employers regarding

workplace accommodations for persons with disabilities, rather than offer such sessions
solely in response to requests for the sessions by employers.

Int. 0682-2022
● Mandate that the accessibility plans also include data related to the number of persons

with disabilities in the employ of each department, office, and agency, disaggregated by
race and gender, in order to uplift intersectional diversity.

● Add incentives to ensure compliance with the accessibility plan mandate, and remove
the disincentive which promotes non-compliance by mandating that MOPD create and
submit an accessibility plan on behalf of offices, departments, and agencies that fail to
create and submit their own plans.

My plea to you is not only that you pass Int. 0681-2022 and Int. 0682-2022 – with our above
proposed amendments – but that you also find a way to hold businesses accountable to the
bills’ mandates. If we don’t hold people accountable on multiple levels, the most vulnerable
among us will never get help. Yes, I’m capable. At the same time, I’m still disabled, and Black,
and Palestinian, and a woman, which means I -- and many others like me -- are more
susceptible to intersectional discrimination. So we need to make sure we put protections in
place for people like me. I’m still a New Yorker who pays my bills, shops at local businesses,
orders from local restaurants, and engages with my neighbors. Why should I be treated any
differently, simply because I have Lupus and am an amputee?

About New York Lawyers for the Public Interest
For over 40 years, NYLPI has been a leading civil rights and legal services advocate for New
Yorkers marginalized by race, poverty, disability, and immigration status. Through our
community lawyering model, we bridge the gap between traditional civil legal services and civil
rights, building strength and capacity for both individual solutions and long-term impact. Our
work integrates the power of individual representation, impact litigation, organizing, and policy
campaigns. Guided by the priorities of our communities, we strive to achieve equality of
opportunity and self-determination for people with disabilities, secure environmental justice for



low-income communities of color, create equal access to health care, ensure immigrant
opportunity, and strengthen local nonprofits.  Through our Disability Justice Program, we fight
for eliminating discrimination against New Yorkers with disabilities in all walks of life.



Melissa Lent testimony: Committee on Mental Health,

Disabilities and Addiction

My name is Melissa Lent. I am a policy researcher and digital media specialist at the Center for

an Urban Future, a think tank focused on creating a more inclusive economy in New York

City. Thank you for the opportunity to testify today.

There are nearly 1 million New York City residents with a self-identified disability. In 2021,

according to a report from the Center for an Urban Future, nearly 17 percent of all working-age

New Yorkers with a disability were unemployed—more than double the pre-pandemic level.

Systemic barriers have prevented thousands more from entering the labor force in the first

place.

Despite this, enormous changes in the ways people live and work are creating the conditions for

a major expansion of economic opportunity: remote and hybrid work; advances in assistive

technologies; and a surging number of unfilled job openings.

The City Council should seize this opportunity to help make New York City a national leader in

employment for people with disabilities.

First, city leaders will have to tackle several long-standing challenges. Our research shows that

providers of career training to disabled New Yorkers struggle to access public funding because

contracted services rarely prioritize clients with disabilities or factor in the costs of delivering

effective and accessible programs. Likewise, workforce development organizations that serve

the general population need capacity-building grants and technical assistance to build

accessibility into all of their programs and services.

At the same time, key publicly funded initiatives are effective but still far too small scale. For

instance, the Mayor’s Office for People with Disabilities is succeeding in connecting people to

living wage jobs, but MOPD’s entire annual budget is just over $800,000, significantly less than

the per capita funding for similar agencies in Chicago, Los Angeles, Boston, Houston, and

Washington, DC. Alarmingly, city funding for contracted programs serving New Yorkers with

intellectual and developmental disabilities has plunged 82 percent over the past two decades

after adjusting for inflation.

The City Council should take steps to strengthen and restructure the existing system to foster

greater economic opportunity for New Yorkers with disabilities. City officials should consider

launching the nation’s first Accessibility Training Challenge, a $10 million competitive grant

program designed to enable workforce organizations and disability services providers to partner

on integrating accessibility throughout existing programs.



In addition, the City Council should introduce legislation establishing mobile small business

accessibility teams, operated in partnership between SBS and MOPD, with the goal of helping

2,500 workplaces become fully accessible to employees with disabilities by 2025.

To help coordinate these providers, employers, and investments, the city should build a central

directory of career services providers for people with disabilities and employer programs and

raise the profile of these opportunities by hosting the nation’s first Accessible Careers Week.

The City Council can also accelerate change by establishing a 7 percent hiring target for people

with disabilities in city jobs and hired through city-funded contracts, replicating a key initiative at

the federal level, and leverage existing programs like 55-a to help accelerate progress toward

these goals.

New York City should seize this moment to lead the nation in expanding employment

opportunities for people with disabilities.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify.











Hi My Name is Joseph Damiano and I am here today representing Downstate NY Adapt. I am a

person with a disability and also advocate for people with disabilities.

I am in support of INT 0681. As a person with a disability who works with people with

disabilities I have to say that anybody who has a disability should be treated the same as a

person without a disability and should get any help they need in regards to employment.

Employment is beneficial to anyone who has a disability. A lot of people want to work but don’t

know where to start. With this bill I think it will achieve that and possibly more. It can help

people get ready for a job and also be able to help them keep it.

When we have programs in place for this it releases the burden that people have to do it on

their own and without any help.

Based on numbers from the arc new York

93% of providers saw a decrease in job applicants this year

Statewide vacancy rates increased 75% since prepandemic levels

25% of all DSP positions are currently vacant statewide

48% of providers were forced to close or reduce programs due to lack of staff

39% of providers did not reopen programs due to staff shortages

Sometimes we are afraid to ask for help but it shouldn’t matter for the most part we should

receive it regardless.

Thank You for your time today.

Joseph Damiano






