Testimony in favor of SB 281

My name is Ruth Grobe from Farmington. | am the Chair of the Farmingion Human Relations
Commission and the Secretary of the Citizens Coalition For Equal Access, a grass roots advocacy
organization. Most of the volunteers on the Citizens Coalition are disabled, and over the past
five years of work, | have accompanied many of them to public hearings and other activities
held in government buildings, both at the local and state level.

As | spend more and more time in the company of people with wheelchairs, it has become
profoundly obvious that the ADA is no where near eliminating the barriers in the physical
environment that impede the full participation of people with disabilities in community life. My
wheelchair bound friends and | run into obstacles everywhere. ADA provisions do not address
the myriad small details—such as the height of soap dispensers in public restrooms, to name
just one—nor do they take into account the large variation in the needs of people with
disabilities. To make matters worse, many public entities have been slow to honor their
responsibilities, adhering at best to the letter of the law but not embracing its larger purpose
with proactive policies and procedures.

On behalf of the Citizens Coalition For Equal Access, | would like to urge you to support SB281,
which would require that any plan to construct, renovate or modify state-owned or occupied
buildings shall comply with the physical accessibility guidelines under Title Il of the federal
Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990. From the largest perspective, America was founded on
the ideal of equality of treatment and opportunity for all people, and we must stay true to our
values. At a more practical level, our society is aging, a reality that will result in more and more
people needing easy access to State offices and buildings.

Of course, it will be argued that the State cannot presently afford a rigorous attempt to make
its buildings accessible to all. Gary Gross, a disabled member of the Citizens Coalition, says that
he cannot remember a time over the past 40 years when resources were sufficiently plentiful
that accessibility spending was a high priority. 1 would go even further than Gary. in my 30
years as a social worker and a diversity trainer, it has been my experience that of all minority
groups, people with disabilities have the hardest time getting their voices heard and their needs
recognized in both good and bad economic times. Perhaps this is because it is so hard for them
to gain access to public buildings.

Advances in technology have made accessibility increasingly affordable and sophisticated. The
science is there, but the political will lags behind. On behalf of your most vulnerable and
neglected constituents and on behalf of all Americans who are aging, | urge you to support SB
281 and even to strengthen it by requiring the installation of automatic doors in all state
buildings that are regularly used by the public.

Thank you very much,
Ruth Grobe, Chair, Farmington Human Relations Commission

Secretary, Citizens Coalition For Equal Access
31 Diamond Glen Road; Farmington, CT 06032



