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City Council Committee on Recovery & Resiliency 
Testimony in OPPOSITION of Intro 11550-2016  

 
January 19th, 2017 

 
 

“This bill would require the Commissioner of Emergency Management to develop and maintain a 
voluntary registry of people with disabilities who may need evacuation assistance in the event of 
an emergency, and a plan for such an evacuation.” 
 
 

My name is Edith Prentiss; I am President of the 504 Democratic Club, Vice President for 

Legislative Affairs of Disabled In Action of Metropolitan New York (DIA), Chair of the Taxis For All 

Campaign (TFAC), a Board Member of the Disability Network of New York City (DNNYC) and a 

member of NYC Emergency Management’s Disability and Access and Functional Needs (DAFN) 

Disability Community Advisory Panel. As a member of the New York State Independent Living 

Council, I proposed the establishment of an Emergency Preparedness sub-committee. Post 

Katrina, I was invited to the then OEM Disability Taskforce in my capacity as the President of the 

Manhattan Inter Agency Council on Aging, not as a New Yorker with a disability or as a disability 

advocate. Thank you for the opportunity to testify today. 

 

I’m dedicating my testimony to the late Richard Devylder who in 2010 was appointed by President 

Obama as the Senior Advisor for Accessible Transportation at US DoT. Richard was born with 

phocomelia an extremely rare congenital disorder characterized by the absence of legs and arms. 

He was a relentless disability rights advocate, spearheading the inclusion of people with 

disabilities in utilizing transit services and emergency preparedness. Richard had a team who 

assisted in his activities of daily living and had access to services I doubt any other person with a 

disability can claim.  Richard spoke out about the need to be prepared and ready but believed 

registries give unrealistic expectations that if someone is going to rescue you, because you’re on 

a list. We all know that is not necessarily going to happen.  
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Every I read the sign on an elevator I wonder about using the stair in an emergency. On the 

subway or the LIRR, I wonder how I will get up the spiraled metal stairs from the LIRR tracks under 

the East River How will I and my several hundred pound chair climb through a hole cut in the 

ceiling of an elevator. Thankfully, new subway station are required to have safe refuges but the 

signage explaining what to expect is woefully inadequate.  

 

A number of years ago, I was at a Friday afternoon meeting in a high rise. When the fire alarm went 

off, I wheeled to the safe refuge (the exterior stair well) expecting to be able to re-enter the building 

when the emergency was over. But instead I watched the police and fire trucks leave and people 

heading to the subway. Of course, there was no re-entry from the refuge into the building. Luckily 

the building’s security staff saw me on the security monitor, and opened the door. 

 

It is important to distinguish between a coastal storm or a nor’easter and a tornado, earthquake, 

building collapse or a nuclear plant meltdown. A coastal storm or nor’easter allows us to carry out 

our preparedness plans. The others do not. We’ve all heard of people refusing to evacuate 

because the last time the storm panned out. The recent nor’easter is a perfect example. But we 

need to take responsibility to at least be prepared.   

 

Registries are based upon the premise that we are vulnerable, incapable of planning and 

implementing our evacuation or sheltering in place. Some individuals, with or without disabilities, 

might need a higher level of support but that needs to be ascertained on an individual basis. It is 

crucial to not. And the question remains where will we be if someone come knocking on your 

door.  About 20 years ago, power was turned off to Washington Heights & Inwood to prevent a 

cascade black out for the rest of the City. I was stuck on an A train at 155 St. When the NYPD and 

FDNY got me up to the street, I was repeatedly asked why I’d been on the A train after 10 PM.  

 

Most people are not adequately prepared for an emergency.  I’d like to ask the committee members 

how many of you are.  
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