














































Dear City Council Members:  

 

The New York City Chapter of the National Federation of the Blind thanks you for the 

opportunity to submit this testimony. We regret that none of our members is able to attend the 

November 21, 2019, hearing.  
 

More than twenty-five years after the inception of Access-a-Ride ("AAR"), we continue to hear 

horror stories of customers having to wait over two hours to be picked up, or not being picked 

up at all. Our time is as valuable as anyone else's. We need to arrive at work on time, as much 

as do people who do not use AAR, and we need to arrive on time for other appointments. 

When an AAR vehicle arrives late enough to force the customer to cancel an appointment and 

therefore the trip, the customer often receives a penalty point, when the fault actually lies with 

AAR. 

 

One of our members reports that she has lost count of the number of times she has been late 

for work this year alone. As a result, she has missed or had to reschedule numerous work-

related appointments.  

 

Taxi authorizations can help when an AAR driver is late for a pickup. A taxi authorization allows 

the customer to call a cab or car service, submit a receipt for the trip, and later be reimbursed 

the cost of the trip minus $2.75 (the standard fare for fixed route trips and AAR trips). However, 

taxi authorizations are only available for trips within the same borough. Thus, a customer 

traveling between Manhattan and one of the outer boroughs to go to or from work cannot 

obtain one. Also, the quantity of approved taxi authorizations per day is limited, which puts an 

undue burden on customers who encounter unexpected changes in their day. 
 

E-Hail, a system by which customers can schedule same day door to door rides through an app 

or by calling, has helped tremendously. However, it is currently available only to 1,200 

customers, and we are constantly being told that it will be discontinued.  
 

We recommend that MTA take the following steps:  

 

1) Centralize oversight and dispatch operations of the AAR program;  

2) Institute a mechanism by which customers can schedule same day pickups, rather than being 

required to do so one to two days prior to their planned trip;  

3) Continue E-Hail without restrictions and without additional charges;   

4) Remove restrictions on obtaining taxi authorizations; 

5) Provide better training for drivers, including proficient use of the GPS system and the rules of 

simple courtesy. 



 

We stand ready to work with MTA and with the City Council to make AAR a service that levels 

the playing field for its customers and those who use fixed route public transportation.  

 

Thank you again for the opportunity to submit this testimony.  
 

Mindy Jacobsen,  

President, New York City Chapter, National Federation of the Blind  

63rd Street  

Brooklyn, New York 11220  

 

 



Dear City Council Members:  
 

I am a long time Access-A-Ride (AAR) user who is totally blind and lives in 
Brooklyn.  I have been fortunate to have been able to participate in the On-Demand 
Pilot with AAR and the TLC.  As the Pilot Program is coming to an end at the end of 
December, I am concerned with the future of AAR service and the rights of our city’s 
citizens with disabilities who cannot ride the subways and/or buses.  This program has 
greatly enhanced my level of independence and productivity as a professional person 
who is blind and juggling two jobs. 

The traditional way AAR has operated is very rigid, confining you to live your life 
in a very predetermined, scheduled fashion, allowing for no flexibility.  Unfortunately, it 
does not give an individual with a disability the same level of autonomy and access to 
opportunity that citizens who can ride the subways and/or buses have.  Having to 
schedule trips before 5 P.M. a day or two in advance, enduring the number of late 
pickups, and the often-circuitous rides of the five boroughs made AAR very frustrating to 
use at best.  With the inception of the On-Demand program the AAR service has been 
greatly improved!  All these previously mentioned issues have been solved in one fell 
swoop. 

The Pilot Program has been a long-awaited breath of fresh air for us long 
suffering AAR customers.  My quality of life as a blind citizen living in New York City has 
dramatically improved.  For me especially, it has allowed me to accept a promotion as 
an itinerant Supervisor for Educational Vision Services (EVS) within the NYC 
Department of Education’s District 75.  My main office is in Manhattan at 400 First 
Avenue.  I supervise teachers in all of Staten Island, several areas of Queens and in 
some districts in the eastern/southern parts of Brooklyn.  Without the autonomy and the 
independence that On-Demand Pilot Service facilitates, I would not be able to 
competently perform my job at the highly proficient and efficient level that allows me to 
compete with my non-disabled colleagues.  Traditional AAR service would make it very 
difficult for me to move around in a reasonably, efficient and timely manner.  If I must 
rely on AAR vehicles and carriers, my ability to work as a NYCDOE Supervisor will be 
severely compromised.  I would not be able to maintain the same level of 
professionalism and productivity I have without On-Demand Service as it is currently. 

The MTA has announced that it intends on restricting use of On-Demand service 
which would require people like myself to have to utilize the more expensive traditional 
AAR service, instead of the On-Demand service.  The MTA has decided it would only 
pay for 16 rides a month with a cap on what they would pay of $15.00 per ride.  I find 
myself wondering how many of the MTA Board members as well as AAR management 
understand that disabled folks are not porcelain dolls, just living our lives on a glass 
shelve somewhere. “Accessibility”, “Equal Access”, “Universal Design”, etc., are these 
just platitudes?  The MTA is complaining that the E-Hail program is too expensive 
because people are booking too many trips.  However, the On-Demand trips on 
average cost $36 per trip and traditional blue and white Paratransit trips cost $80 per 
trip.  We are investing hundreds of millions of dollars on accessible transportation; is 
that insane sum being invested fruitfully?  Is there any awareness as to why this 
ridiculous amount of money is being invested in a resource that is supposed to level the 



playing field, or to some, might the Paratransit discussion be analogous to an 
unpleasant mundane task such as, taking out the trash? 

At the end of the day, I am a pedagogue at heart.  I ask these questions not to be 
contentious, or to offend, rather to better understand a difficult and frustrating situation.  
I am committed to partnering in the problem, in order to arrive at an equitable solution 
for all stakeholders.  I would like to better understand the vantage points of all the key 
players to help raise awareness, to educate, not just about blindness, but the 
possibilities and contributions that all of us with disabilities have to offer if we are 
afforded the same rights as people without disabilities.  Is it possible that the number of 
trips has increased because of the increased accessibility?  Could it be that New 
Yorkers with disabilities who cannot ride the subways and/or buses are still contributing 
to our city’s fabric on multiple levels?  Not only do individuals with disabilities contribute 
socially, helping to raise awareness promoting tolerant and inclusive attitudes, we are 
making economic contributions as viable workers, consumers, and patrons as well.  It is 
my view that the MTA board and AAR management should have to participate in some 
disability awareness/sensitivity trainings offered by a range of authentic and qualified 
disabled professionals to deepen their understanding of these issues. 
 
I recommend that the MTA take the following steps:  

1. Continue the On-Demand program. If there is concern of fraud, establish a process for 
oversight and plan on how to address it with input from the community; 
 Centralize oversight and dispatch operations of the AAR program allowing for 
increased customer flexibility;  

2. Institute a mechanism by which customers can schedule same day pickups, rather than 
being required to do so one to two days prior to their planned trip leveling the playing 
field with nondisabled citizens;  

3. Remove restrictions on obtaining taxi authorizations to allow for out of borough use; 
4. Provide better training for drivers, including proficient use of the GPS system and the 

rules of simple courtesy. 
 
In light of these things, given my multi-faceted background both personally and 
professionally, I am writing to enquire how we can engage in a collegial and 
collaborative discussion with the MTA (AAR), to arrive at an equitable and 
comprehensive solution that is reasonable and viable for all stakeholders, in order to 
improve outcomes, change the misconceptions, and the low expectations that are often 
associated with the disabled community.  Please feel free to contact me if I can assist in 
any capacity with these matters. 
 
Gian Carlo Pedulla 
Educational Vision Services Supervisor, NYCDOE 
gpedulla@schools.nyc.gov 

 
Brooklyn, NY 11204 
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I was not able to attend Wednesday's Access-A-Ride hearing, unfortunately, but please accept 
the following written testimony: 
 
My name is Carolyn Wember. My daughter has been participating in the "On-Demand E-Hail" 
pilot program. We live in Brooklyn, and I was really distressed to learn about the MTA's plans to 
degrade the E-Hail program, under the pretense of "expanding" it.  
 
My daughter has cerebral palsy. She is severely physically disabled, and uses a motorized 
wheelchair as her only means of mobility. She always travels with a Personal Care Aide. She is 
not able to use the subway -- and anyway, we do not live near an accessible subway station.  
 
Before she got into the E-Hail program, my daughter rarely used Access-A-Ride, even though 
she's had eligibility since she was a child. The experience of traveling in a "traditional" Access-a-
Ride van was simply too grueling and too traumatic, both for my daughter and for her aides. A 
few years ago, my daughter was traveling in an Access-A-Ride van with her aide. The van took 
them on a LONG detour, far into Brooklyn, where the driver got into a minor "fender-bender." 
My daughter and her aide were essentially imprisoned in the van, until the police showed up. 
They were both traumatized by the experience and my daughter never used "traditional" 
Access-A-Ride after that.  
 
By contrast, the E-Hail on Demand pilot has been a blessing -- as I'm sure you have heard, from 
other consumers. My daughter has been able to travel to Manhattan on a regular basis, 
knowing that she will get there in a reasonable amount of time. She is able to take shorter, local 
trips, without the fear of being taken on crazy detours far from her destination. Being hauled 
around in Access-A-Ride vans makes people with disabilities feel like prisoners and second-class 
citizens.  With the E-Hail on Demand pilot, disabled passengers are FINALLY treated with 
respect, and are able to have a transportation experience similar to everyone else's.  
 
Please do whatever is in your power to prevent the MTA from destroying a great thing. Limiting 
the fare subsidy to $15 will insure that the E-Hail program becomes useless to a large 
percentage of the disabled people who have been using it. Let's get our priorities straight as 
New Yorkers. MTA should truly expand the E-Hail program, rather than offer a severely 
"watered down," practically useless version to a larger group of Access-A-Ride consumers.  
 
Carolyn Wember 
Brooklyn, NY 
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I was not able to attend Wednesday's Access-A-Ride hearing, unfortunately, but please accept the 
following written testimony: 
 
My name is Peter Kowalski. My daughter has been participating in the "On-Demand E-Hail" pilot program. 
We live in Brooklyn, and I was really distressed to learn about the MTA's plans to degrade the E-Hail 
program, under the pretense of "expanding" it. 
 
My daughter has cerebral palsy. She is severely physically disabled, and uses a motorized wheelchair as 
her only means of mobility. She always travels with a Personal Care Aide. She is not able to use the 
subway -- and anyway, we do not live near an accessible subway station. 
 
Before she got into the E-Hail program, my daughter rarely used Access-A-Ride, even though she's had 
eligibility since she was a child. The experience of traveling in a "traditional" Access-a-Ride van was 
simply too grueling and too traumatic, both for my daughter and for her aides. A few years ago, my 
daughter was traveling in an Access-A-Ride van with her aide. The van took them on a LONG detour, far 
into Brooklyn, where the driver got into a minor "fender-bender." My daughter and her aide were 
essentially imprisoned in the van, until the police showed up. They were both traumatized by the 
experience and my daughter never used "traditional" Access-A-Ride after that. 
 
By contrast, the E-Hail on Demand pilot has been a blessing -- as I'm sure you have heard, from other 
consumers. My daughter has been able to travel to Manhattan on a regular basis, knowing that she will 
get there in a reasonable amount of time. She is able to take shorter, local trips, without the fear of being 
taken on crazy detours far from her destination. Being hauled around in Access-A-Ride vans makes 
people with disabilities feel like prisoners and second-class citizens.  With the E-Hail on Demand pilot, 
disabled passengers are FINALLY treated with respect, and are able to have a transportation experience 
similar to everyone else's. 
 
Please do whatever is in your power to prevent the MTA from destroying a great thing. Limiting the fare 
subsidy to $15 will insure that the E-Hail program becomes useless to a large percentage of the disabled 
people who have been using it. Let's get our priorities straight as New Yorkers. MTA should truly expand 
the E-Hail program, rather than offer a severely "watered down," practically useless version to a larger 
group of Access-A-Ride consumers. 
 
Peter Kowalski 
Brooklyn, NY 
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I. Introduction 

 
Mobilization for Justice’s mission is to achieve social justice, prioritizing the needs of people 
who are low-income, disenfranchised or have disabilities. We do this by providing direct civil 
legal assistance, conducting community education, engaging in policy advocacy, and bringing 
impact litigation. 
 
Since 2012, Mobilization for Justice has advised and represented in administrative appeals 
hearings and Article 78 proceedings individuals who have applied for and been denied Access-
A-Ride (AAR) service.  Based on clients’ experiences challenging improper eligibility 
determinations, we filed a class action lawsuit against the New York City Transit Authority 
(NYCTA) for denying due process to Access-A-Ride applicants and recipients.  In 2016, we 
settled that case with NYCTA agreeing to revise its application denial and appeal process, 
providing case-specific rationale for its decisions, providing access to individuals’ records to 
help them correct assessors’ mistakes, and providing continuing eligibility to people whose AAR 
was terminated, pending the appeal decision. 
 
Mobilization for Justice also advocates for improvements to AAR with its partners—  Brooklyn 
Center for Independence of the Disabled, Center for Independence of the Disabled – New York, 
and New York Lawyers for the Public Interest—in AARRG!, the Access-A-Ride Reform Group. 
  

II. Key Recommendations 

 
Mobilization for Justice suggests the following legislative measures to improve paratransit 
service for New York City residents, as more fully set forth below: 
 

1. Fund Access-A-Ride’s on-demand service.  The MTA’s pilot for 1,200 AAR users 
demonstrates that on-demand service changes lives. The program allows participants to 
get around the city with the same flexibility as all other transit riders have always 
enjoyed.  On average, on-demand service costs half what traditional AAR trips cost, so 
it’s an efficient use of funds. But because traditional AAR’s bad service suppressed 
demand and this program  allows people who are excluded from the bus and subway to 
get where they need to go, riders use it more. The City should contribute to save and 
expand this life-changing program. 
 

2. Include Access-A-Ride users in the Fair Fares program.  Fair Fares helps low-income 
New Yorkers save money on transportation costs, but because implementation focused on 
Metrocards, which AAR doesn’t accept, many low-income people with disabilities are 
excluded from the program.   
 

3. Open bus lanes to all Access-A-Ride vehicles.  Earlier this year, the Department of 
Transportation amended its regulations to allow wheelchair-accessible vehicles 
exclusively used to transport AAR passengers to use bus lanes.  But many AAR users do 
not use wheelchair-accessible vehicles, and the AAR sedans that are used to transport 
them continue to be excluded from bus lanes.   
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III. On-Demand service changes lives and must be funded 

 

AAR requires passengers to make trip reservations at least a day in advance.  That means riders 
have no way to make same-day plans.  If a rider plans a trip in advance and then those plans 
change, the rider is penalized for late cancellations (less than two hours prior to pick-up).  
Decades ago, when paratransit vehicle dispatch routing was planned by hand, that inflexibility 
was a necessary evil.  It’s now an archaic barrier to inclusion in the life of the city.   
 
The roughly 160,000 people with disabilities who must rely on AAR for transportation – 
including tens of thousands of seniors – cannot get everywhere they need to go relying on AAR 
as it is.  Pick-ups are scheduled unreasonably early, actual pick-ups are generally late, trips are 
not direct and often result in a tour-of-the-boroughs.  The unemployment rate for people with 
disabilities is almost 30 percent, and transportation is cited as one of the main barriers to 
employment.   
 
The on-demand program, begun in late 2017, revolutionized travel for 1,200 pilot participants 
who are excluded from buses and subways because of their disabilities.  The pilot allows these 
riders to work late without advance planning, to accept a last-minute social invitation, or to make 
an emergency medical appointment.  On-demand service provides flexibility and independence 
to AAR riders.  And it’s not just good for riders: the average cost per trip is half what traditional 
AAR service costs.  The pilot, which relies primarily on medallion taxis to provide the service, 
has also provided needed income for taxi drivers when that industry has been hurt by companies 
like Uber and Lyft.   
 
The unqualified success of the on-demand pilot must be expanded.  It is a life-changer for 
individuals and a game-changer for City, improving access to employment, education, health 
care, and social and cultural integration for people with disabilities.       
 
Unfortunately, the MTA has announced changes that will essentially end the pilot’s usefulness.  
Starting early in 2020, pilot participants (which the MTA intends to double to 2,400 riders) will 
be limited to only 16 trips per month, and the MTA will only cover up to $15 on the meter for 
each of those trips, limiting a trip length to only two or three miles.  These restrictions will 
prevent people with disabilities from commuting to work, arriving for doctors’ appointments on 
time, and participating in the social and civic life of this city. 
 
The MTA is concerned that, if it made on-demand service available to all AAR users, those 
riders would start taking as many trips as other transit riders.  However, speculation about future 
costs is premature.  The original 1,200 pilot participants were first-in-line, highly motivated 
users.  Doubling the number of participants to include a representative sample of AAR riders 
based on usage, geographic distribution, and age, as we propose, will allow the MTA and state 
and city officials to make accurate predictions about future expansion of this life-changing 
service.   
 
The on-demand program began slowly at the end of 2017 and ridership increased over the course 
of 2018 before plateauing in mid-2019.  In 2018, the program cost less than $9 million and riders 
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took an average of 15 rides per month.  At its peak this summer, riders averaged 28 rides per 
month, which is still less than one ride per day.  We estimate that, at that ridership level, the 
program will cost $16.4 million in 2019.  The MTA estimates costs at $1.2 to $1.3 million per 
month, or $14.4-$15.6 million for 2019. 
 
While we expect current high users’ demand to stay relatively constant, we expect the new, 
representative sample of pilot participants will use the program less.  Doubling the number of 
participants to include a representative sample of AAR riders based on usage, geographic 
distribution, and age, as we propose, would add many more low-ridership users.  That means the 
current pilot costs are probably higher than the cost for a representative sample, and doubling the 
number of participants in this way would not double the cost of the program. These new riders 
might use the service at a level close to the 2018 level, which cost $9 million, but certainly not 
more than the high users’ peak level, $16.4 million. This means we would expect the next stage 
of the pilot would cost between $23 million and $33 million.    
 
The MTA’s proposed second phase of the pilot is a huge step backward, and a reduction of the 
agency’s commitment to on-demand service.  If used to its maximum – all 2,400 pilot 
participants taking 16 rides per month at $15 – the program will cost the MTA $6.9 million.  The 
City should dedicate funding to this extraordinary program to save it from the MTA’s draconian 
cuts.   
 
The MTA agrees with us that the future of paratransit is primarily on-demand.  Our proposal is 
an affordable step toward that better, more equitable future in which New Yorkers with 
disabilities have equal access to employment, education, health care, and social and civic life.  
We urge the city to fund the continuation of on-demand service without the MTA’s proposed trip 
rationing.  We do not ration the use of the subways and buses—Why should people who have 
disabilities be treated differently?  
 

IV. Fair Fares must include AAR users 

 

In January, the City unveiled its Fair Fares program to help low-income New Yorkers afford 
public transportation.  Many low-income New Yorkers have disabilities and rely on AAR 
because they cannot take the bus or subway.  But unlike the bus and subway, AAR does not 
accept Metrocards.  AAR riders are not eligible for discounts.  And these public transit riders 
must pay their exact fare in cash.   
 
By definition, AAR users are people whose disabilities prevent them from taking buses and 
subways.  Low-income AAR users would be eligible for the Fair Fares program if the subways 
and buses were accessible to them.  But the Fair Fares program was rolled-out using only 
specially-designed Metrocards which aren’t available for low-income AAR users.  By excluding 
AAR users from the Fair Fares program, the Human Resources Administration is discriminating 
against people with disabilities.  
 
 
 
 



4 
 

V. Bus lanes must include all public transit riders 

 
As Manhattan’s central business district becomes increasingly congested with vehicle traffic, the 
City has expanded its bus lane system to more than 100 miles of roadway across each borough, 
in part to improve on-time performance of the New York City Transit Authority’s buses.   
 
For decades, paratransit riders, who already shoulder the indignity of being excluded from buses 
and subways, have endured AAR trips that start late, can last hours, and frequently result in 
riders missing appointments.  And yet, until this summer, they were not able to take advantage of 
the improved speeds bus lanes provide fixed-route public transit riders in the city.   
 
Earlier this year, the City revised regulations to allow wheelchair-accessible vehicles that 
exclusively transport AAR riders to use bus lanes.  But many AAR users do not need 
wheelchair-accessible vehicles and therefore get assigned to other cars, including white-and-blue 
sedans that exclusively transport AAR riders.  The revised regulations continue to exclude riders 
in these vehicles from the benefits of bus lanes offered to all riders of fixed-route buses.  This 
discrimination must end. 
 
Allowing all dedicated paratransit vehicles into bus lanes would be fair and workable.  AAR 
service is provided by a mix of dedicated paratransit vehicles, car services and taxis.  NYCTA 
owns and registers approximately 2,000 vehicles – standard wheelchair-accessible paratransit 
buses, MV-1 wheelchair accessible SUV-like vehicles, and sedans.  All are painted white with a 
blue stripe and AAR decals, and all have or can be outfitted with special New York City Transit 
license plates registered with the New York State Department of Motor Vehicles.  This license 
plate is new and was authorized specifically at the request of NYCTA for this purpose.  Upon 
information and belief, only dedicated paratransit vehicles have the New York City Transit 
license plate.  Further, upon information and belief, only one make and model of sedan is used in 
paratransit service.  It would be easy for any enforcement camera or police officer to identify an 
AAR vehicle with its specific paint scheme, markings, vehicle types, and license plate.   
 

VI. Conclusion 

 
Mobilization for Justice thanks the Committee on Aging and the Committee on Mental Health, 
Disabilities, and Addiction, and the Committee on Transportation for holding this hearing.  We 
are committed to helping the City and the New York City Transit Authority improve AAR, 
which provides critical transportation services to disabled and older New Yorkers that allows 
them to live healthy, rewarding lives integrated into the social fabric of the city we all call home.  



New York City Council  

Committee on Aging, Council Member Chin  

December 18, 2019  

Oversight Hearing: Access-A-Ride  

 

Thank you Council Member Chin for chairing today’s Aging Committee Oversight Hearing on 

Access-A-Ride.  

 

I am writing on behalf of Bushwick/Hylan NORC’s Community Group that meets weekly on 

Fridays for members to discuss issues that impact them, talk about how to advocate for change 

within their community, and learn about issues that others in their community are facing. We 

have a diverse group of ten members, all of whom are regular attendees of the NORC Program. 

Of that group, four people use Access-A-Ride.  

 

We would like to thank the New York City Council for hosting this important hearing. Access-A-

Ride is an important asset for seniors in New York City, especially for those that are unable to 

traverse New York’s often inaccessible subway system.  

 

In preparation for this hearing, we discussed Access-A-Ride with the group and the following 

are the points that came up about the service. The seniors enrolled in the Access-A-Ride 

program noted the following:  

➢ The subscription service is easy to use and usually comes on time 

➢ It is helpful that the CPA can ride free 

➢ Being able to bring a paid guest is a beneficial service and helps couples, friends, or 

advocates travel with the seniors to appointments and/or important meetings  

➢ They call 48 hours in advance to ensure their ride comes at the time they prefer  

➢ The service is often late, leaving seniors to wait on curbs or other locations without 

seating for up to an hour  

➢ Seniors are not given a reduced rate for service as they are for other public transit 

options, which can be prohibitive 

➢ Rides sometimes do not call the appropriate number when they arrive, leaving seniors to 

miss their rides  

Discussing this program also encouraged other seniors in the room to consider utilizing this 

helpful service. We welcome an Access-A-Ride associate to come present on the new 

technology being implemented by Access-A-Ride and to provide general information about the 

service.  

 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide this feedback today.  

 

Sarah Steeley 

Social Work Intern, Bushwick/Hylan NORC  

New York University Master’s Candidate  

sarah.steeley@nyu.edu  

mailto:sarah.steeley@nyu.edu


Via Transportation, Inc. 
160 Varick Street 

New York, NY 10013 
www.ridewithvia.com 

 
Prepared Testimony for New York City Council Committees on Transportation, Aging, 

Mental Health, Disabilities and Addiction Oversight Hearing on Access-A-Ride 
  

Good afternoon Chairs Rodriguez, Chin, Ayala and members of the Transportation, Aging, 
Mental Health, Disabilities and Addiction Committees. I’m Ya-Ting Liu, Director of 
Government & Policy at Via. Thank you for the opportunity to share our ideas and 
recommendations on how to modernize New York City’s paratransit services in a way that 
improves service, reduces costs, and brings greater visibility and accountability for this essential 
service that 160,000 New Yorkers depend on. 
 
Background on Via 
Via was founded in New York City 2012 with a simple mission: to build technology that powers 
the most efficient, affordable, convenient public mobility solutions across the globe. Over the 
past seven years, we have grown to become the world’s leading developer and operator of public 
transportation systems solutions. To date, we have delivered over 70 million rides in 
deployments around the world: our technology serves a diversity of demand responsive 
transportation systems, from paratransit services to on-demand shuttles to school buses. Our 
global team of over 700 data scientists, developers, operations specialists, project managers, and 
customer support experts develop transportation technology solutions tailored to the local and 
contextual needs of partners. 
 
Municipalities and transportation agencies are partnering with Viato provide new public 
transportation solutions aimed at increasing economic and social mobility, reducing congestion 
and GHG emissions, and improving public transportation. Our platform is being used in a variety 
of public mobility use cases including: 
 

● On demand shuttle buses (aka “microtransit): cities such as Seattle, Los Angeles, 
Austin, Berlin, and London are utilizing Via’s technology to connect people to transit 
hubs and to cover less dense areas with on-demand, dynamically routed shuttles. 

● School Buses: school districts, including the NYC Department of Education in the 
coming months, are using Via’s technology to provide parents and students visibility into 
the real-time location of buses and to improve routing. 

● University Shuttles: several universities, including Harvard, Northwestern, and 
Northeastern, are using Via to improve campus shuttle services. 
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● Autonomous vehicles: auto companies and AV technology developers are using Via’s 
technology to make autonomous fleets on-demand and shared. We are part of the nation’s 
first on-demand, shared deployment of autonomous vehicles on public streets in Irvine, 
CA.  

● Paratransit/Dial-a-Ride: we are licensing our technology to providers in the United 
States and Europe to make paratransit on-demand, convenient and more cost effective. 
Additionally, we will soon be operating ourselves a large scale paratransit service on 
behalf of a major metropolitan area in Virginia, powered by the Via technology.  

 
Is Access-A-Ride the System We Would Design Today? 
As noted by a variety of advocates and experts like the Citizens Budget Commission, NYU 
Rudin Center for Transportation Policy and the New York City Comptroller’s office, a key 
structural challenge for MTA leadership and staff is overcoming the historically siloed and 
byzantine procurement process for paratransit services. This is one main reason it is the most 
expensive paratransit program in the country. But there is now an opportunity to fundamentally 
rethink the way the agency runs this program and bring it into the 21st century.  
 
Since the MTA took over the federally mandated service from the City in 1994, much has 
changed in the transportation industry. Technology companies, like Via, have developed 
powerful and sophisticated software platforms that can in a single stream receive a trip request, 
match the passenger with the appropriate vehicle, create the most efficient route, add additional 
passengers along that trip where appropriate, provide real-time location tracking of vehicles, and 
create visibility and accountability for each trip. And most importantly, when done right, this 
new technology can be combined with the proper operational expertise to provide an even better 
experience for paratransit riders in a way that is sensitive to the specific needs of this group of 
customers. We believe that right-sizing vehicles, maximizing the number of passengers in each 
trip, and bringing the customer experience of on-demand ridesharing to the paratransit space are 
strategies the MTA should prioritize. However, the incredibly burdensome and siloed 
procurement system makes it challenging to do so. 
 
MTA is not alone in facing these challenges. Many paratransit and non-emergency medical 
transit (NEMT) operators have struggled to provide user-friendly, affordable service to their 
customers. While technology has revolutionized transportation for most able-bodied Americans, 
paratransit has often been left behind.  
 
The good news is that this is beginning to change.  For example, in early 2020, Via will 
transform the paratransit system in Hampton Roads, Virginia - a region of more than 1.6 million 
people that includes the cities of Virginia Beach, Norfolk, Newport News, Chesapeake, 
Hampton, and Portsmouth. Under the legacy paratransit system, Hampton Roads Transit 
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Authority issued three separate RFPs for call center service, wheelchair van service, and 
ambulatory sedan service. Rides had to be booked at least a day in advance, over the phone, and 
fares paid in cash.  Via won all three RFPs with our proposal for a single, integrated solution 
comprising all three existing services.  Via’s service will allow riders to book same-day or 
in-advance over the phone or by using an intuitive, accessible app. Riders can pay with credit 
cards and other non-cash payment methods.  For those with smartphones, a vehicle’s progress 
can be tracked in real time as it approaches, and for those without smartphones, helpful reminder 
messages can be sent over SMS based on the customer’s preferred way of receiving them.  By 
leveraging best in class routing and ride matching algorithms, this will all cost less than previous 
operations, while providing dramatically better service.  
 
We are also doing this elsewhere. In Grand Rapids, Michigan, we partnered with The Rapid to 
provide an accessible on-demand service that has wait times of 12 minutes, a dramatic 
improvement from the previous 24-hour advance reservation requirement. As a community 
organizer with Disability Advocates in Kent County put it: “On-demand public transit is 
revolutionary for our area. Riders are already sharing how easy it is to book a ride and get where 
they need to go with no fuss.”  
 
We applaud the MTA for its recent efforts to seek ideas and partnerships with technology 
companies to solve complex challenges. Just last week, the MTA held a conference inviting 
technology companies to share ideas for slashing time and cost of modernizing the antiquated 
signal system in the subway. Mark Dowd, the new Chief Innovation Officer at the MTA, 
declared, “We are looking for cutting-edge technologies, technologies that may have not been 
designed for this purpose, but can be applied to this purpose.” We urge the MTA to apply this 
type of innovative thinking and partnership with technology companies to transform the costly 
and antiquated paratransit program, and consider questions such as: 
 

● If the MTA were to design its Access-A-Ride program from scratch - given the advances 
in booking, dispatching, ride matching, and routing technology - what would it look like? 

● How can the program match paratransit customers to right-sized vehicles from a variety 
of modes?  

● How can the program increase efficient sharing and routing of vehicles? 
● How can the program create more transparency and accountability for quality of service 

and customer complaints? 
 

Finally, the MTA should also build on the success of the e-hail program and improve, not limit 
the program. Most of the rides booked under the current program are single passenger rides. 
With a more sophisticated algorithm and ride matching, more of these e-hail paratransit trips can 
be shared, thus reducing the cost-per-trip per vehicle hour.  
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We look forward to working with the MTA, the City and the State to help improve the quality of 
paratransit service for our fellow New Yorkers. 
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