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Executive. Summary 
. i 

On January 26, 1990. the ~eri:cans with Disabilities Act (ADA) took effect 
regarding access to' public accommodations for persons withdisabiliti¢s. The 
passage· of the ADA was a milestone for individuals with disabilities who must 
contend dailywith b~ers w!lich prevent their full participation in society. The 
ADAprovides compreheJ;lsiv~ civil rightS protection in the area of employment 
and in the use of public facilities and services. . . 

Title n of the ADA prohibits discrurunatiOl'lon th~ basis of disabitityinall. 
semces, programs and activilies provided or made av~lable by state and local 
governments; One of the mostimportantactivlties conducted 'by governments 
is the operation ofajudicial system to provide fora peaceful means ofresolution 
of disputes between citizens iand a recourse against those who inftii:lge upon 
individual rights under the law . Under Title n, courts must'be readily accessible 
to and uSlible by jndiViduals·~th disabilities. Courts may not deny the benefits 
of their programs; activities; and services to citiiens with disabilities simply 
because court facUitiesare iqaccessihle: 

The NYS COlTunlssion on QUality of Care. for the Mentally DisabJed, in 
conjunction with theNYS Bar Association Committee on Mental and Physical 
Disability, recently conducte~ a comprehensive reviewof all types of courts in . 
40 COUnties (see Appendix A) todetennine the level of accessIbility available to 
the citizens of New Yorkwith disabilities and to learn how courts are meeting 
the program accessi~ility st~dard6fthe ADA. 

The Commission on Quali~9fCare for the Mentally Disabled has art interest­
. in this iSS4e because it .administers three federally-funded statewide .advocacY 

programs for persons with disabilities.· These programs provide attorneys and 
.. advocates for perSons with!disabilities_ in a wide range of administrative and 

legal proceedings. In 1993, tJ1ese three programs served nearly 29,000 persons. 
Having courts that are accessible to persons with disabilities is obviQuslyvery 
important to those programs which rely upon the courts to protect the legal 
rights of their clients who are disabled. 

* The three statewide advocacy programs are: 
1 ) Protection and Advocacy Prog~am for -Person$ with Developmental Disabilities, pursuant to the 

Developmental Disabilities Assistance and Bill:'ofRights Act, which provides legal and non-legal 
advocacy serVices to persons with developmental disabilities of al~ ages without regard to income; 

2) Protection ·and Advocacy for Individuals with Mental Illness, pursuant to the Protection and 
Advocacy for Mentally III Individuals Act, which proVides assistance to individuals diagnosed 
mentally ill who are residents of or wererecerttly discharged from any fliCility and whose rights are 
being threatened;'. . 

3) The Client Assistance Program, pursuant to th~ Rehabilitation Act, which assists individuals with 
disabilities who are receiving or requesting vocational rehabilitation or related services. 
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4 

Simiiarly,the Corrimittee on Mental and Physical Disability of the New York 
State Bar Association has reco~ that the legal needs of the 2.5 million 
people With disabiliti~s in New York State are pften.~nmet. Among its manY 
activities, the Committee assists and encourages attorneys and advocates to 
work in the field of disabilities law. Members of the Commiitee routinely 
volunteer their serVices and contribu~~their expertisetoattomeys and advocates 
throughout the State to benefit people with disabilities. 

Although the findings of this· review are in many ways heartening because· 
many courts around the $tate arerea.s6nablY accessible to people with disabilities. 
it is ~lear that we have a very long y.-ay to go before the courts fully meet the 
promise·ofthe ADA Some arE;aS ofp~cular concern highlighted in the study are: 

• many cou.ris lack signs in4icatingaccessible facilities, even where 
facilities are accessible; 

• a majority of courts lack speCific accommodations for persons who ~e 
visually;.. or bearing-impaired; and 

• a majority of courtslackpJans to accommodate (or knowledge about 
how to aecommodate)persons who have a IIlental disability. 

Despite the shortcomings found in some of the courts that were reviewed, 
what wa,s clear, .and probably the Ptost- positive finding of all, is that court 
personnel across New Y otk, from village ~ourts to the state's highest courts, ~e 
honestly interested in working toward the goal of achieving total access to the 
court system for a1llhe citizens of ~ur New York Staie. 

Please note the response from the''Office ofCouit Administration, to our draft 
report which indicates changes tha(were made subsequent to our survey (see 
AppendixD). 
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Introduction: 
Overview'ofTitle II of the 
Americans with Disabilities Act 

• 

Title n of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) prohibits 
discrimination on the basis of disability in all services, programs 
and activiti~s provided or made available by state and local 
governments. This includes the court sys~en'ls. Couns must 
provide wh~t is termed "program accessibility" to people 
with disabilities and must also provide services or appropriate 
aids whenever necessary to ensure eff~ctive communication 
in all cases,aS long as. ihis does not resultjn an undue burden 
or in a fundamental alteration of the' judicial service or 
activity_. ! 

The courts of state or local governments may not deny the 
benefits of¢eirprograms, activities and services to individuals 

City Court, Scbenectady with disabilities because their facilities are inaccessible. The 
services, programs, and acti,vities when viewed in their entirety" must be 
readily accessible to and usable by individuals with disabilities. This standard, 
known as "program accessibility," applies to all existing facilities of a public 
entity, such as the courts. These public entities are not necessarily required, 
however, to make each oftheir existing facilities accessible. Sometimes all that 
maybe necessary is the relo~ation of a court session or a reprinting or copying 
of forms in larger and boldei type. However new construction and alterations 
to existing facilities made after January 26,1992 must be accessible .. 

In general, each program,; activity, or coun, when viewed asa whole, must 
be readily accessible and usable by individuals with disabilities. Notably. coutts 
are to give priority to methods which provide such access. to the court setting 
in the most integrated setting appropriate. This 
means that a preference should be given to provide 
interactions among all users, by including 
individuals with disabilities with other members of 
the public (28 CFR §35.1S0; Department of Jus­
tice's Technical Assistance Manualat20).Thus,for 
example, every attempt should be made to provide 
for accessible seating disp~rsed throughout the 
courtroom rather than just in the front or the back. 
Separate entrances should be avoided if possible. 
While this obligation to provide access in an 
integrated setting may be in conflict with the 
program accessibility requirement (which may riot 
necessarily mandatephysictlJ access to all parts of 

-.~ 

. .. 
, . 

. , . .. 

Family Court Richmond County 
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all facilities), it is a primary goal of,the ADA to ensure equal participation of 
individuals with disabilities in all aspects of society. While the provision of 
services to people with disabilities in a different location may be one way of 
achieving program accessibility; courts should make every effort to ensure that 
alternative methods of providing program access do not result in Unnecessary 
segregation. ' 

In conjunction with physical accessibility for perSons with disabilities, a public 
entity such as the court system must take appropriate steps to ensure that 
conununications with peoplewith disabilities are as effective as communications 
with the general pubiic. 

Courts are to furnish appropriate auxiliary aids and services where necessary 
to afford such individuals an equal' opportunity 'to participate. For example, 
reading devices or readers 'should be provided when necessary for access to 
equal participation or opportunity to benefit from any governmental service, 
program, or activity; such as the re":iew of public documents, filling out fonns. 
etc. Sign language interpreters, fonns with large type and plain language, 
portable ramps, or relocation of court sessions or meetings maybe necessary. 

Federal regulations require that courts give primary consideration to the 
individual's request io determining what type of auxiliary aid is necessary; 
Therefore, a range of options for a~sistanceshould be available and offered. 

Courts are also required to provide information to individuals with disabilities . 
concerning accessible services and activities. One example of such provision of 
information would be to provide signage at all inaccessible, entrances which 
directs users to an accessible entrance or to a location with information 
regarding accessible facilities. 
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Study Method 

This study sought to describe the accessibility of courts around New York for 
individuals with physical as w~1I as other disabilities. It also sought to learn how 
<:ourt personnel provided fot: tbespecial needs of individuals coming tp their 
courts and to learn bow couns were using the "program accessibility" guidelines 
in their day-to-day activities., ' 

In order to accomplish this study, the 1663 courts in New York State were 
grouped accor'dingto type, ~d a random sample was draWn from each of these 
stratifications at the 90 percent level or confidence. the resulting stratified 
random Sample of 275 courts in 40 counties included representative sites from 
-the smalleSt vinage~ourt to the NYS Court of Appeals, the State's highest 
coUrt. -Site visits were condqcted by staff from -the Commission on Quality of 
Care for the Mentally Disab~ed,staff from several independent living centers­
which are loq.ied in or near tijecommunities in our sample, _and volunteers from 
the NYSBar ASsociati~n. All of the visits included the completion of a_survey 
form (See Appendix B} In ntmy instances, reviewers also t,?ok photographs of 
examples of either particul~ly accessible ot inaccessible aspects ()f courts. 
Coordination of these sitevlsitswas handled by the study coordinator at the 
CommissionoD Quality of Care for the Mentally Disableq. 

The survey instrument was developed and reviewed by persons with disabilities,_ 
advocates, attomeys and attchitects. It foCUsed on the level of accessibility 
available to individuals in a: variety of roles within the courts (e.g. litigants~ 
potential jurorSt attorneys aIld judges) and at~empted to address the needs of 
people with a variety of d»Sabiliii¢s. The Americans with DiSabilities Act 
Accessibility Guidelines {AOAAG)served as the foundation for our survey ,-but 
also considered were various federal, state and 10calaccessibiHty requirements.-

11 
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General Impressions 

12 

For purposes of analysis, a speCialized rating methodology named Court 
Accessibility Rating Scale(CARS)w~developed for this study (see Appendix C). 
CARS succinctly .details the level of: accessibilitY available in each courthouse 
surveyed .. The rating scale is divided into the following components: Getting Into 
the Courthouse, Courtrooms, Elevatprs,Rest Rooms, Other Building Features, 

.. Signage. and Specific AccomrnodatiQDS. 
Utilizing this rating scale, the .high~ rated court (the City Court of Auburn) 

Scored 3.9 out of~ possible 47 points, )\-'hile the lowest rated court (the City Court 
of Rye) received a zero rating, The Diean score for all courts was 23. As detailed 
in. Figurel? there was relatively littl~ differences among types of courts. with 
town, village, and rederal courts tending to score the highest. while the appellate 
courts scored the lowest . 

Areas which Were most often proBlematic for courts in general included lack 
Qf appropriate signage, often nonexisting or limited accommodations for persons 
with visllal or hearing impairments. m,id very limited knowledge about reasonabJe 
. accomm()dation for persons with m¢ntal disabilities. . 

The following sections of the report address innllier detail the various 
accessibility aspects of the courts._ 

Court Accessibility Rating Scale 
Average Scorqs by Court TyPe· 

TowntVillag~ Courts 

. Federal Courts 

Mean Score '" 23 

CitylDislrict Courts 

Sl!premeCourts 

County Courts 

Courts of Claims 

Family Couns 

Surrogate Court 

Appellate LeVel Courts 
~------------------------~ 

.. 0 10 30 40 50 
Total Possible Score - 47 

FlcUREl 
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Highlight~d below are some, of the mostdeficien~ aspects of the courts 
surveyed: . . 

• only ~8% ofall cOUItro6ms were fully accessible; 
I 

•. only 300/0 of the cou~ provided accessible rest rooms~ 

• ·65% of the courts di~ not proviae accessible parking spaces that 
inCluded access .aisles;; 

, .' 
• over three-fourths of the courts failed to provide signage indicating the 

accessible route; . 

•. of buildings with eleyators, 52% pf the elevators were rated as 
macceSsible because thpy lackedneces.sary features (i. eo. braille buttons, 

o auditory signais, etc. );1 
. I, • 

• no CQurt furnished br~ll~ signs indicating rooms or directions and only 
13%.provided standaI'dinfonnational materials in braille; 

I 

• ov~r 80% of the courts had lio assistive listening systems or TDO's 
available; and 

• personnet of64% ottne courts had no understanding of how to provide 
accommodations for 'J;lel'sons with mental disabilities. . 

13 
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Getting into the Courthouse 

On a visit to the Rensselaer 
CoimtyCourt complex,the 

'reviewer was met > in the 
parking lot by a court 
employee because the build­
ing was totally inaccessibl~ 
The court official stated it 
would likely require a 
lawsuit on the issue of tbe 
physical inaccessibility of 
the court to bring about the 
needed modifications. 

14 

Survey Items 
Adequate Ratio oj Disabled Parking Spaces 
Disabled Spaces Have Acc;ess Aisle 
Accessible Route from parking Lot or from Public Transporlati011 
Public Entrances Accessible and Unlocked 
32" Wide Doors 
Adequate Space (48") between Doors 

Court Entrances 
Entrances to the courts wereev~uated in a number of ways regarding their 
accessibility, but thebasic.question the study sought to answer was "Can the 
building be entered by an individual with a disability?" > 

In order to assure "equal accessto justice," persons with disabilities need to 
be able to freely enter the ~ourt building to utilize the services provided within. 
Eighty-seven percent (87%) ofthe court entrances in our sample were accessible, 
but at 123 of the 275 courts inthe;study sample, the main entrance to the court 
building was NOT the accessible entrance: Only 32% of these buildings 
provided signs which clearly indicated the availability of an accessible entrance 
and instructions for its location. The international symbol of accessibility was 
noted on the accessible entrance dnly30% ofthe time. This lack of sign~ge led 
reViewers to circle buildings looking for an accessible entrance, and was a 
significant impediment in gaining entrance to buildings which, in reality, were 
accessible. 
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In 13% of our sample theacC¢ssible entrance was kept locked during business 
hours. When this was the cas~. a doorbell or buzzer was usually available to 
notify employees that someone was waiting .atthe accessible entrance. Such a 
system relied on the ready av~lability of a staff person to open the door and 
could cause the person with a disability to wait outdoOrs for a prolonged period 
ofti1'ne.. . 

BIOHAZARD 
PHLEBOTOMY AREA . 

o 

. An example of such an entranc~ was described by ODe reviewer thus: . 
As luck would have it.} notked il woman in a wheelchair approaching tbeFamily Court 
in Nassau County and asked it she could sbow tbe way to the accessible entrance. Tbe 
process was that tbe woman~sc~mpanion needed tonotify secllrity that sbe was ttiere and 
then she waited at the accessible entra,nte to be Ie. in. The woman went on to say that 
sbe once remaint.d outside in the rain ~nd told for ten minutes waiting for the security 
staff to opeD tbe door. Wbat:was rtally amaiing tbougb·waS to follow her to tlllt 
"accessible entrance" Afterdesc:ending a very IOQg, steep. and sometimes slippery 
ramp, we arrived at aD entran.cedoorwbitb had a sign attached stating it was a biG­
hazardouurea. JusHnside tbeidoor is the ~a where blood is drawn f.or paternity suitS. 
H the room isocwpied, the accessible entrance becomes inacc:essible and the person must 
wait outside until tbe room bas been vacated. 

\ 

IS 
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Availability of Accessible Parking 
and Buildings 

Partially Accessib\e 

KEY 
Fully Ac¢cUibl ... All 6 Futun:a 
Partially ~bic • 3 to S Features 
Iruoe«aaiblc • 2 Of Few.:.- Features 

FullyA~sible 

[N=27S] 

F)cURE 2 

.. 

Ramps leading into the courthou!ies had been installed at 73% of the court 
buildings surveyed, in keeping withthe expectation that accessibility to buildings 
will be provided for individuals with disabilities. The variety oframps, as well as 

----t 

AJbany County Court. Complex 

While surveying tbe AJbany County Court building, tbe reviewer n.oted a ramp wbich bad b~n installed al a side 
entran«:e. Among the problems with the ramp was that it was too 5hort,too narrow. and did Dot have handrails On 
both sides I See left photo]. However, the mainproblemwitb tbu ramp was that in order toreacb tbe ramp at aU, 
one needs to travel up three steps from the outside or tbebuilding. A designated accessible entrance was available 
at a different entrance to this building, but over St'ver~) visits ltD "out of orde .... 5ign W!l!I po~ed indicating fhat 
individuals should (boose a different entrance. I see right photo). . 
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their quality and their compliance with the ADA Accessibility Guidelines in 
terms of Width, . slope, etc., was quite striking. Ramps varied from excellently 
planned and built entrances ~at blended into the architecture of the building to 
rickety· pieces of board with: no side rails simply placed on steps leading to 
buildings. 

After gaining access to th~ court building, either through the main entrance 
or an identified accessible entrance. a personwjth a disability would find that in 
90%ofthebuildings, alIthe r~maining doors along the accessible entrance route 
had the required 32-inch wiqth. 

Accessible ParkinglPu bUc Transportation 
Parking for both employees and visitors was available at 215 of the 275 ( 78%) 
courts surveyed. Of the courts which provided parking, 141 (66%) of the sites 
were in compliance with the accessible parking standard set forth by the 
ADAAG. Designated parking spaces for people with disabilities were identified 
by the international symbol displayed above grade, as required, at 78% of the 
cou.rts surveyed. This finding!epresents ahighleVel of commitmentto accessible 
parking; however, slgnagewruch cannot be obscured bya vehicle parked in the 
space is required for ALL designated spaces. At many of the remaining sites, the 
ititematibnal symbol was only painted on the surface of the accessible spaces, 
which often was obscured by leaves, snow or debris. 

Ftcuu3 

Accessible Parking and Building Features 

Entralll:eDoonl32" Wide 

Public Entrances Accessible 
and Unlocked 

Adequatc:Space (48") 
between Doors in 8 Scries 

Accessible Route (rom Parking Lot 
or from Public T ransportatiOll 

Adequate Ratio 
of Disabled Parking Splfces 

Disabled Space~ Have Acc~s Aisle 

00/0 20% 40% 60% 800/0 1000/0 

[N~27S) 
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& parking spaces were reviewed for accessibility and signage,. the most 
disappointing finding was with regard to passenger loading zones, which are 
required for a proportion (1 in8) of all designated parking. These access aisles 
assure that adequate space is available adjacent to aparking space for transfer to 
awheelchair, or for use of a van lift. Passenger loading zones were not available 
at more than half ofthecourts sUrveyed. 

Over three-fourths afthe courts, 79%, had access to public transportation to the 
court buildings. The study fouild that 81 % of these courts provided an aCCessible 
route to the court which did not include sUlirs, steps, curbs, or other barriers. 
Unfortunately, 77% of courts with accessible routes failed to identify the route 
with the international symbol of accessibility. 

':-:~~;1 , .. tl 
- ----.. S( 

The Schenectady County Court Complex 

Tbe Schenectady County Coort Complex .exhibited a problemwitb accessible parking. The parking lot assigned to 
visitors, which did contain accessible spaces, willi located at a distan:ce from tbe building entrance and necessitated the 
use of steps to enter tbe building lsee left phQto). However, another parking area wbich was aS5ign~dto visitingjudges 
was extremely accessible to the building entrance and did not require the use of steps. A simple solution would bave 
been to exchange the parking assignments and use the entrance-level parking area for theaccessihle parking ~aces 
lsee right photo}. 

18 
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Inside the Building 

Courtrooms 

Survey Items 
Accessible Courtroom 
Accessible Jury Box 
Provision for Sidebar Corrversation 
Accessible Witness Box 
Wheelchair Accessible Counsel Tables 
Wheelchair Accessible Public Seating 
Accessible Jury Roo", 
JuryRoom Conferen,ce Table i7" Clearance 

The design of courtrooms has historically involved hindrances to accessibility, 
such as placing the judge'~ bench on a higher level than the rest of the 
courtroom .. Jury boxes and Witness boxes are als.o traditionally placed on raised 
platforms. The courts surve)'ed which were the most accessible to individuals 
with disabilities were often those which had moveable features. Many courtrooms, 
especially in smaller or more rural areas, are used for a number of other purposes. 
in addition to holding coun. These spaCes· allowed for more flexibility in 
utilization of the areas by using moveable chairs and tables, etc. rather than 
permanent seating and attached fixtures. This, in tum, enabled the courts which 
used these spaces tQ be more acc;ommodating to the needs of persons with 
disabilities who had busines's with the courts. 

Although 204 (74%) of the 275 courts visited did have an identified 
courtroom which was accessible to some extentto individuals with disabilities, 
only 21 (8%) of these 204 c:ourttooms were considered to be fully accessible. 

Availability· of Accessible Courtrooms 

Partially Accessible 

Fully AcceSSible 
KEY 

f\lIly "'~bI •• All! FUturot 
Pot1>OlIy A_hi<. - 3 10,1 F_ 1Jw:i_. -2 Of r ...... iF .. 1UrU 

(N=27S) 

FIGURJ; 4 
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Of the 204 accessible courts in ,the sample, 8.8% had wheelchair,.accessible 
public seating available. However, accessibility for individuals involved in court 
processes diminished as the level of involvement increased to actual participation 
in a court action, as displayed in F'igure 5. 

Accessible Courtroom Features FlCURXS 

Wh«lcbair Adapt.c<! Counacl T ableit 

Provision for a Si~ Gonvm.atioil 

~ibl~ Jury ROOIp 

~jble Jury Room Conferencc'Tabl ... 

Acceuible WilDcu Bo~ 

~iblc Jury Box 

0% 20% 40% '6()% 80% 100% 

(No204J 

In court buildings which provided jury deliberation rooOlS, these faciliti~s 
were accessible at only 64% ofthesitesvisited. Therefore, potential jurors with 
disabilities could have difficulty fulfilling this civic duty and responsibility. 

It was refreshing to visit the courtrooms around the state which had creatively 
thought of ways to accommodate i~dividualswith disabilities. Other courtrooms 
were not so impressive. 

Gloversville City COurt 
At the Gloversville City Court, a ramp around tbe periphery of tberoom (see left photo), which began at ground level 
and increased in height to reacb tbe front oftbe room, accommod~ted not only the public's access to the courtroom 
but also allowed for anyone who used a wbeelchair to get to the jury; area,'tbe witness area, and the judge's bench lsee 
right pboto). 
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In the Walden Village 
Court, which is located in 
an old, fire house, the judge 
of tbe . court escorted the 
reviewer up three Oigbtsof 
stairs to reach the desig­
nated courtroom,:which was 
really a large, empty gym­
nasium with a desk atone 
endforthe judge's "bench" 
and a ftl\' rickety chain. 
Tbe court official' shared 
his frustration, over the 
unwillingness of village ad­
ministration to consider 
moving or renovating the 
court, both for financial 
reasons as well as to main­
tain tbe "cbarm" of the 
older building in the village 
square. 

:Walden Village Court 

In many locales, a court complex housed severa] courts which encompassed 
a variety of actiVities (e.g, a :countycourt mig.nt share a building with a family 
court and a surrogate's court). Often in such cases, one courtroom might be the 
designated accessible courtroom for use by all the courts, and the room's use 
would be coordinated by the clerks of the courts. One of theprobiem,s with this 
approach, which does acqommodate the ADA requirement of program 
accessibility, is logistic in pature. A clerk of the court could provide the 
necessary accommodations for an indivioual with disabilities only if the clerk 
had prior knowledge of-the individual's condition and needs., Without this 
advance information, such ~haringof space becomes much more complicated 
and court dates often need to be postponed for this reason. 
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Elevators 

Survey Items 
AppropriatelySizedElew:ltoror Wheelchair Lift 
'Raised Character Buttons 
Braille Butfons 
Visual Signal lor Elevatol' 
Auditory Signa.l Jar Elevator 
Audjiory Signalfor Floor:. 

Passenger elevators are essential i~ accessing courtrooms which are not located 
on the· first floQr of the cOl!rt build,ing. In thesampJe of 275 courts, 60 (22%) 
of the courts surveyed did not require a:nelevator or lift to access programs or 
services. However, 47 (17%) site$were inaccessible~ause courtrooms were 
on higher floors and no passenger elevators or Hfts· were .available; iIi the 
remaining 168 (61 % }sites, courtr~.oms or services weielocated on higher floors 
and elevators were available. 

Figure 6 shows the evaluation ::of accessibility for the 168 buildings' which 
provided passenger elevators .. Orthe total buildings which provided .elevators, 
only 31 (14%) of these buildings provided fully accessible elevator services. In 
determining'an elevator system fully accessible, all six features reviewed needed 
to be available. A partial accessibility rating was given if an elevator system had 

FlGURE6 

Availability oflAccessible Elevators 

Inacccssible 

KEY 
Fully Accessible. All 6 Features 
PUtwly Accessible - 3 to 5 Features 
bJaccessibie - 2 or Fewer Features 

[N=215] 

NOle: 60 courts did nOl reqUlfc elevators odiftS. 

F~ly Accessible 

Partially Accessible 
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elevator system had three tq five features. Elevators were detemiined t,o be 
inaccessible if they had tWo or fewer features on our survey, 

" I 

Figure 7 indicates the availability of specific features within each of the 168 
ei.evator systems. 

Accessib lei Elevator Features 
FleUR£ 7 

80% 
~iblc EI~1or Can 

RaiSed;C~ Bullcms' 

VISUal signlls within EI"'ators 

Brail!e .BuIlcms within EleVaton 

AUditOry Signals from ElevatOr 

AUditory Si8naJs for Floor : p:.~"::::':::0.:F-'--~-:----7 

0.% 20% 4Ci% 60% 80% 1(lP% 

(N .. 1681 

Note that people whoaie visually~impaired would have the most serious 
accessibility problems in us,ng the elevators, 

Rest Rooms 

Survey Items 
Accessible Rest Roc,m 
Accessible Toilet Stall 
Sink 34" High 

I 

Faucets Operable with One Hand 
Soap Dispenser 48~54" High 
Tis.sue Dispenser 1'9" High 

Probably the most i~portarlt facilities inany public building involve the physical 
comfort of the individuals ~sjng.the building. Of our sample of275~uns, only 
148 (54%) buildings proVided rest rooms with any accessibility features. 
Although cOllrt personnel i~ntified 160 rest rooms as accessible, twelve were 
clearly not. accessible. .' . . 
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Public rest rooms in the courthouse buildings were evaluated for their 
accessibility based on five (5) featur;es. As With the evaluation of the elevators, 

Availability of Accessible Rest Rooms FlotiJU: 8 

KEY 
FulIy.Ac_ible· All 3 F_ ... 
~ly Aceeuil>le • j 1D.4.FCIIWnS 

m--;bl. - 2 or F~ FC;aNrcs 

Inaccessible 

[N=27S] 

in order to be considered fullyact~ssible,rest rooms needed to tiaveall five·of 
the features included in our revi~w,'Figute 8 shows that 82 (30%) ohile rest 
'roomswithaccessible features revi~ed were considetedtobefuUy accessible. 

Accessible Rest Room Features 

Sink Proper Height 

~ble Toilet Stoll 

0%' 20% 40% 60% 110",4' 100% 

[N-16OJ 
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Figure 9 shows the criteria on which the rest rooms Were evaluated 
(according to the ADA Acc¢ssibility Guidelines) and the ratings by percentage 
of each feature. . 

One example of an inaccessible rest 
room was noted wben an "outo£ 
order" sign was observed on the 
accessible rest room ill the Family 
Court in Richmond COUDty. The 
reviewer was told by staff that this 
rest room had been unusable for some 
time. It sbould be noted that the ADA 
requires that accessible services 
remain in good repair and be main­
tained iD uperabJe condition. without 
repeated interruptions., 

Other Building Features 

Survey items 
Accessible Public Telephone 

Family Court in RicbmondCounty 

Hearing Aid Compatible Public Telephone 
Accessible Drinkirg Fountain 
Accessible Law Library 
Accessible Counters 

Accessible drinking fountains were available in only 30% of the courts we 
visited. Telephones in only 22% of the court buildings surveyed allowed for 
wheelchair access. Only 13% of the courts had available telephones which were 
hearing aid cornpatibl~. ,In only 15% of the sample were the accessible 
telephones noted by use of the international symbol of accessibility. 

Public counters for processing claims and filing. forms tend to' be a high 
volume area in any courthouse. In only 27% of the courts we visited did we find 
counters available at or below the acceptable height of 34 inches, which can 
accomtnodatea user in a!wheelchair. However, in every coun we visited, the 
court clerks indicated th~t they would come out from their offices to assist an 
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At the City Court in 
Gloversville, the court clerk 
·informed·thereviewertlult 
the public information 
counterwashigherthan the 
34 inch requirement and 
could not structurally be 

. lowered. In an attempt to· 
provide increasedacces~ 
sibility to all individuals., a 
portable counter WaB built 
wbichcanbeplaced on the 
arms of a wheelcbair50an 
individual canindepen­
dently attend to the task at 
band. 
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individual for whom the counter was too high. This uniform practice provides 
the "program accessibility'; stand~d of the ADA, discussed earlier. Although 
only 66% of the courts which had law libraries were viewedas accessible. court 
clerks were unanimous again in q£fering assistance to' reach needed materials. 

Other Building Features 
FJCI.lR.E 10 

Accessible Law Libraries 

ACCessible Drinking Fountairis 

Accessible Counters 

Accessible Public Telephones 

Accessible Hearing AidIPhoJ:lts 

66% 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60o/~ 70% 80% 

fN=;275) 
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Signage 

Survey Items 
Disabled Parking Spaces International Symbol 
Accessible Route to Building InternalionalSymbol 
Accessible Entrance international Symbol 
Public Phone International Symbol 
Fountail; International Symbol 

'Accessible Courtroom IntemationalSymbol 
Rest Room Internatifmal Symbol 

Signs which direct individuals With disabilities to the accessible facilities within 
the coun buildings are an integral part of the expectations put forth by the ADA. 
Without information regarding where to find accessible features, individuals 
With disabilities continue to be-as disadvantaged as if no accessibility had been 
provided. It is for this reason that our stUdy has evaluat~d signageas a separate 
category. . 
. Signs in the court b~ildings were placed on tltewall adjacent to offices in 162 
(59%) bfthe 275 courts we visited. All of these signs were sized appropriately 
forreadingata distance. Ho~ever. in none oftbe courts we visited were braille 
signs posted noting the names of offices or any directi9ns .. 

The following chart shows the availability of signage at various important 
areas around the court buildings. 

Sign age FiellRE 11 

International Symbol Displayed at the 
78% 

Disabled Parking Spaces 

International Symbol Di:.'j)layed at the 
54% 

Accessible Bathroom 
International Symbol Displayed at the 

32% 
AcceSSible Entra,nce 

International Symbol Displayed at the 
23% 

Accessible Route 
International Symbol Displayed at the 

21% 
Acce~bleFountnn 

International Symbol DisPlayed at the 
IS% 

Accessible Public Phone 

International Symbol Displayed at the 
3% 

Accessible Courtroom 
~, --

[N=2751 
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. Accommodating Specific 
Disabilities 

28 

Survey Features 
Sign Language interpreters 
AssisliveListening System 
roDs 
Braille Materials 
Taped Text 
Qu41ifiedRe4ders 
Large Print Materials 
Appropriately SizedRoom;.ofjice Signs 
BraiJ/eSigns 

Public entities, such as co.urts, must take appropriate steps to ensure that 
communication Vlith people Vlith disabilities is as effective as communication 
Vlith people in the population ~ a whole. The ADA requites furnishing 
appropriate auxiliary aids and services where necessary to afford individuals 
Vlith disabilities an equal opportunitY to participate. ' ... 

To this end, the survey asked sp,ecificquestions about how individualsVlith 
hearing impairments or-with visual irnpainnents are accommodated by courts in 
. New York. Most of the courts visi~ed had information about how tbprovidea 
sign language interpreter for a hearing-impaired person who comes to court. 
However, accommodations for individuals with hearing or visual impairments 
decHnerapidly from there on, as Figures 12 and 13 indicate: 

Accommodations for Individuals 
with Heatiing Impainnents 

A vailabilityof 
Sign Language Interpreters 

Assistive Listening Systems 

Yes 

No 

[N=268] [N=271] 
Availability ofTDOs 

No 

{N=26S1 
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.No 

No 

Accol1lll1odations for Individuals 
willi Visual Impairments 

Availability of 
Larae Print Materials 

[N=268) 

AvNl.bili~ of 
. .:rapCdT~ 

No 

No 

Availability:of 
Bl1Iille Materials 

[N-2701 

Availability of 
Qualified Readers 

[N-262) 

FIGUR.t·13 . 

Yes 

the. survey also asked the following broad· quest~on regarding the 
accommodation' of individuals with mental disabilities who might come. to 
court: "What accommodations would you make for individuals with mental 
illriess or mental retardation when tbeyare either a defendant in a criminal case 
or a litigailtin a civilcase1H Tms question was difficult forcourtsto respond to. 
It seems that this area of accommoclationhas not been considered as carefully 
as accommodation for m;ore "obvious" physical disabilities. 
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.. What am.mmo4l.dDIU ',_del yoU make foj, Indl'ricluala wtth 
mental 111_ Dr mmlAlmanlaUOn whcft they .,.. ftther-. 
d.'Itbclant In .. erlmln" C1IH 01' Ii IJtlpnt I~. dviI,awo1" 

.. Simplify Ilic Procecdinp; UtO Simple Lanpgc 
In F..,ilitAle undmtandingn. .'. 

» Allow th. l'cn<m lo Bnn, a S)ippor1.ivc Pc:n.ol) A10na 
loCourt" . , 

FtGUR.E 14 

rN- 2751 

Pc:rcmt 

8% 

4% 

1% 

Comments regarding this issueiqdicated that it would be up to the judge to 
decide how to proceed, or that the Ruestion was not applicable to their courts 
(as in the case of appellate courts)l; Many responses indicated that the court 
"would do whatever was nect;:ssary to accommodate the needs of the individual 
at hand." Some fairly creative (th~ugh certainly not all positive) responses 
included: 

• one,court offeredthatindividuals who were dearly emotionally distressed 
'could be moved ahead on tile calendar so they would not haveto wait 
so long; 

• another court stressed that it would try to accommodate, the safety of the 
individual who was mentalItY disabled; 

• relatedly. another court said that they would provide escort by guards 
and would check the indivi~ual for weapons; and 

• yet another court said that sQme officers in the court were also registered 
nurses who could provide ~ssistance if needed. 

From the digital collections of the New York State Library.



Conclusions and 
Recommendations 

The court system may be the most public of accommodations, given its 
importance to the general society. Although the results of the study of the 
accessibility of courts to inaividuals with disabilit.ies were somewhat mixed '" 
showing greater accessibility in some of the areas reviewed and cleat deficiencies 
In others - the theme whiqhappeared repeatedly was the concern of court 
personnel about this issue and their desire to doa better job in learning how to 
accommodate the needs ofindividuals with disabilities. . 

The study found that altl'lo).lghsignificantactivity has occurred throughout 
the court system to make ·courts more accessible·to some individuals with 
disabilities. persons with disabilities which are 110t so easily recognized remain 
underservedby many of New York's couns. It is necessary to broaden the 
thinking of court personnel and administrators to include persons With visual 
and hearing impaimientsand persons with mental disabilities in planning for 
accessible court services. 

The study also found-that even in court buildings which provided full or nearly 
full accessibility to individuals with disabiliti~s, sjgns indicating the location of 
accessibie facilities were often missing. 

In addition to correcting obvious deficits in specific courts with respect to 
tho~ courts' accessibility to all individuals with disabilities, the following 
recommendations are offered with respect to the court system asa whole: 

.• The Office of Court Administration should make standard court forms, 
such as small claims applications and other regularly requested material, 
available in acceSSIble formats such as braille or large print. 

• The Office of Cqurt Administration and the NYS Association of 
Magistrates should include training in various areas of disability awareness 
at annual conferen~es for court personnel. TheCommis.sion on Quality 
of Care and the NYS B.ar Association can offer assiStance in this area, 
both inpianning and provision of trainers, upon request. 

• Each court should appoint an "accessibility ombudsman" who would 
likely be the courtderk, whose duty it is to assist in the arrangement of 
individual acco~odationsfor persons with disabilities as they become 
needed. Each court's ombudsman should work closely with the Office 
of Court Admini,stration's designated ADA coordinators, who are 
located in each juditial district, and who are an important resource for 
information and 3purcesof assistance. 

• Each county should establish an "accessibility task force" whlch would 
be comprised of representative court personnel,county government 
officials, individuals with disabilities, and knowledgeable service 
providers from local disability agencies. The purpose of these task 
forces would be to: 
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a) define the changes necJssaryin courHacilities andpolidesin order 
to comply with theAQA; . 

b) develop creative ways to accornplishthe changes, as they ate 
defined; and . . 

c) raise awareness within ~e task force and the COIiUllunity in general 
of the need to make a poillIllitment to accessibility for' alteitizens, 
regardl~ss of their abiUty levels. 

Some examples of possible tas~ force activities,cQuld include: , 

1. Use of TRAIn (Technology Related Assistance fot Ind~Viduals·with . 
Disabilities)Projectservi~s. which are available from the NYS Office 
'ofthe Advocate for the D~bled. 

2. Develop ·a local equipmenV'techilology sharing program with coneges~ 
libraries; and gove1'Ylttlent agencies within the community; so thai 
assistive techilology can b~ provided without great jnvestiU~nt. 

From the digital collections of the New York State Library.



Appendix A 

From the digital collections of the New York State Library.



1.:,!I~l~~illIM Counties Surveyed 

3S 

From the digital collections of the New York State Library.



New York State Courts 
COURT STRUCTURE AND JURISDICTION 

ApPELLATE COURTS 

The Court of Appeals 
The Court of Appea1sis the highest court in the state and he.ars cases on appeal from other appellate courts. 

The primary responsibility of the Court of Appeals is to review questions of law. 

The Appellate Divisions of the Supreme Court 
The Appellate Division in each judicial department is a. mid-level appeals court from the Supreme, 

Surrogate's, Family and Court of Claims. The responsibiJiti~s of the Appellate Divisions include resolving 
appeals from the trial courts in civil and criminal cases and conducting proceedings to admit, suspend or disbar 
lawyers. 

Appellate Terms of the Supreme Court 
The Appellate Terms of the Supreme Court was established to ease the Appellate Division's case load. 

Appellate Terms hear civil and criminal appeals from local courts and certain appeals from county courts. 

TRIAL COURTS 

The Supreme Courts 
The New York State. Supreme Court is a firstJevel trial court of general jurisdiction. Although any type of 

case may begin in the Supreme Court, this court usually hears cases that are outside the jurisdiction of the 
specialized courts. This court is located in every county of New York State. 

'The Family Court 
The Family Court exiSts in every countyinduding the five counties of New York City. This court has 

jurisdiction over matters involving children and farnilies,sucQas.patemity determina~ions,juvenile delinquency, 
adoption, and family offenses. 

The Surrogate's Court 
Every county in the state has a Surrogate's Court which h~ars cases involving the affairs of deceased persons, 

such as the probate of wills and the administration of estates, 

The Court of Claims 
This court, which is housed in Albany but has 8 other locations around the state, is a special trial court which 

handles cases involving claims for money damages againsuhestate, 

The District Court 
District Courts replace Town and Village Courts in N;issau County and the 5 western towns of Suffolk 

County, This Court handles minor civil cases involving up to $15,000 and criminal cases involving misdemeanors, 
violations and offenses. . 

City Courts 
. There are 61 City Courts in New Yark which handle miqor civil and/or criminal matters. New York City has 

the Civil COUJ:t of the City of New York which handles ciVil cases up to $25.000 and the Criminal Court for 
misdemeanors and violations. 

Town and Village Courts 
The jurisdiction of Town and Village CourtS in criminal cases includes misdemeanors and lesser offenses and 

civil cases involving amounts up to $3,000. 
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YN N/A 21. 

Y N N/A 22. 

YN N/A 23. 
Comments: 

Y N N/A 24. 

Y N N/A 25. 

Y N.N/A 26. 
Y N NJA ·27. 
Y N N/A 28. 
Y N NJA 29. 
Y N N/A 30. 
Y N N/A 3l. 

Y N N/A 32. 

Y N NIA 33. 
YN N/A 34. 
Y N N/A 35. 

Y N N/A 36. 
Y N N/A 37. 
Y N N/A 38. 

Y N N/A 39. 

YN N/A 40. 

Comments: 

Do the entrance/exit doors along the accessible route have a clear opening of at least 32 
inches? ' 
If the accessibteentrance has doors in a seri~s. is there at least 48 inches plus the width of 
any door swinging inward, between the serie~ of doors? 
Is the international symbol of accessibility used to designate the accessible entrance? 

INTERIORS 

Are signs indicating rooms and/or offices displayed on the wall adjacent to the respective 
. doors? 

Are the characters and numbers on signs siz'ed accordfng to the viewing distance fmm 
which they are to be. read? 
Are braille signs indicating rooms and/or offices provided? 
If the building is taller than one story, is a passenger,elevator or wheelchair lift available? 
Are the elevator control buttons designated by raised characters ? 
Are the elevator controlbuttons deSignated by braille characters? 
Are the elevator cars a minimom of 51" deep. 68" wide with a door opening of 32"? 
Are visual· signals provided at each el~vator or group of elevators to indicate which car is 
answering the cam 
Are audible signals provided at each elevato'r or group of elevators to indicate which caris 
answering the· caU? 
Are audible signals provided within elevator car indicating each floorl 
If a law library is prOVided. is it accessible to individuals with disabilities? 
Is there at least one pUblic telephone available per floor which is accessible to an individual 
in a wheelchair? 
Is there at least one public telephone available per building which is hearing aid compatible? 
Is the international symbol of accessibility used to designate the accessible public telephone? 
Is a drinking fountain available on each floor which is accessible to individuals with 
disabilities? 
Is the international symbol of accessibility used to designate the accessible drinking 
fountain? . . 
Is the height of counters for public info.rma~ion.licenses etc., between 28 inches and 34 
inches? 

COURTROOM 

Y N N/A 41. Is there at least one courtroom that is accessible to individuals with disabilities? 

If YES, answer questions 42-48. If NO •. proceed to question 49. 

Y N 42. Is the international symbol of accessibility used to designate the accessible courtroom! 
Please describe ____ ---.,. ___________ ~ ___________________ _ 
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KEY: 

Y N N/A 
Y N N/A 
Y N N/A 
Y N N/A 

, _. -------,,---_.- _._-

--_. ----
Court Accessibility Survey 

Y=YES; N=NOj N/A = NOT ApPLICABLE (CIRCLE ONLY ONE) 

TYPE OF BUILDING 

I. Is this a newly constructed court building? 
2. Is this court a registered historic building?! 
3. Are alterations of the existing court building planned or underway? 
4. Are additions to the eXisting court building planned or underwayl 
5. If YES was checked in Question I - 4. give the project initiation date. 

Commen~: ______________________ ~ ____ ~ ____________________________________ ___ 

Y N N/A 
Y N N/A 

Y NN/A 

. TRANSPORTA TION/PARKING 

6. Is there readyactessto public transportation from the court building? 
7. Is parking availab!e for employees andlor \Iisitorsl 
8. What is the total number of parking spaces? 
9. What is the total number of spaces reserVed for the disabled? 

10. Of the number of spaces reservecHor people with disabilities, how many include an access 
aisle? 

I I; Are the spaces identified with d)e internat,iomil symbol of accessibility displayed above 
grade? .. 

Commen~: ________________________________ ~ ________ ~ __ ~ ______ ~ __________ ~ 

YN N/A 

YN NfA 

Y N NfA 
Y N NfA 
Y N N/A 
Y N N/A 

Comments:: 

Y N N/A 
Y N N/A 

Y N N/A 

12. 

13. 

14. 

ACCESSIBLE ROUTE 

fs an accessible route. which does notincl~de stairs, steps. curbs or an escalator, availabl~ 
from the public transportation stop into tne building? 
Is an accessible route,whi~h does not include stairs, steps,. curbs or an escalator. available 
from the parking lo.tinto the building? 
Is the international symbol of accessibility used to designate the accessible route? 

15. 
16. 

If the accessible route has a step or curb YfhiCh is greater than 1/2 inch. is a ramp provided? 
If a ramp is provided, .does it have handrail~s on both sides? . 

17. If the ramp changes direction, is the landing size at least 60 incHes by 60 inches? 

ENTRANCES 

18. Is at least one publiC entrance to the building accessible to individuals in wheelchairs? 
19. If theacc~ssibleentrance is other than the: main entrance, is that door unlocked during 

business hours? 
20. If the main entrance is not the accessible entrance~ are signs posted directing individuals to 

the accessible entrance? 
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· N 43. Within the identified COUrtroom, is the judges bench accessible to an individual with a 
disability? . . . 

Please describe ___ ----___________________________ _ 

YN 44. Within the identified courtroom. is the jUli)'box accessible to an individual with a disability? 
Please describe ._---:-_-"-____________ ;--____ ----' _______ --....:.. __ _ 

Y N 45. Is there a provision for a sidebar conversation between a judge and att6rneywith a 
disability? . 

Please describe _____ -_-----""""":"------------'" _________ -'-__ _ 

Y N 46. Within theidentified courtroom, is the witness box accessible to anindividu.al with a 
disabilityl 

Pleasedescribe. _______________ - __________________ _ 

Y N 47. Within the identified courtroom. qn thecol"lnsel tables a~commodate a wheelchair? 

Please descrjbe ______ ~~ ____ ":__---...,--~---------'----------

Y N .48. Within the identified courtroom, is there: space available in the public seating area for a 
wheelchair: .. 

Please d.escribe _____ -'-_____ -------'-------------_------

YNN/A 49. Is there at least one jury room which is accessible to individuals vvith disabilities? 

YN 
YN 

If YES, answer Questions SO an"d 51. If NO. proceed to question 52. 

50. Is the entry way to the jury room at least 32" wide? 
51. Does the conference table provide at least 27" high kn.eeclearance? . 

SPECIFIC DISABILITIES 
For individuals who are deaf or hearing impaired: 
Y N N/A 52. Are qualified sign language interpreters available? 
Y N N/A 53. ls.an assistive listening system available? I 

Y N N/A 54. Are telecommunication devices for the deaf (TOD) available? 

For individuals Who are blind or visually impaired: 
Y N N/A 55. Are braille materials availablel 
Y N N/A 56. Is taped text available? 
Y N N/A 57. Are qualified readers available? 
Y N N/A 58. Are large print materials available 

59. Describe the process for obtaining services or devices for individuals who are visually or 
hearing impaired .. 
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REST.ROOMS 
Y N N/A 60. Is thereat least one rest room per sex or one unisex rest room which is accessible to 

individuals with disabilities? 

,If YES. answer Questions 61-66. If NO. proceed to Question 67. 

Y N 61. Within the accessible bathroom. is the toilet ~tall reasonably similar to one of the models 

YN 62. 

Y N .63. 

Y N 64. 

Y N 65~ 

YN bb. 

Comments: 

included in Appendix "A"? 
Within the accessible bathroom, is the sink mounted with the counter or rim n'o higher 
than 34 inches. above the floor? . 
Within the accessible bathroom. are the faucets operable with one hand which does not 
require tight grasping. pinching. or twisting oritbe wrist? 
Within the accessible bathroom. is the soap dispenser installed between 48 and S4 inches 
above the floor? 
Within the accessible bathroom. is the tissue :dispenser installed within reach. 
approximately 19 inches above theflaor? . , 
Is the internat.ional symbol of accessibilityuse.d to designate the accessible rest· room? 

OTHER 

Y N NA 67, Are other accommodations available for pers,Ons with disabilities? 
(Please specify) 

68. What accommodations would you make for ianindividiJal with mental illness ~r mental 
retardation when they are either a defendent in a criminal case or a litigant in a Civil case? 

69. Other comments. 
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, , etIfUtt · · · liZ· ·S~ 
Maximum Score = 47 Points 

(Maximum SCQre ;;: 61 

Adequate Ratio Disabled Parking Spaces 
Disabled Spaces Have Access Aisle 
Accessible Route from Parking Lot or from Public 'transportation 

Ramp 
Ramp Handrails 
60"X60" Landing 

Public Entnmce Accessible and Unlocked 
32" Wide Doors 
Adequate Space (48") between Doors 

IMaximum Score =8] 

Accessible Courtroom 
Accessible Jury Box' 
Provision for Sidebar Conv~rSation 
Accessible Witness Box 
Wheelchair Accessible Counsel Tables 
Wheelchair Acc~sible Public Seating 
Accessible Jury Room 
Jury Room Conference Table 27" Clearance 

IMaximum Score"" 6] 

Appropriately Sized Elevator or Wheelchair Lift 
Raised Character Buttons 
Braille Buttons 
Visual Signalfor Elevator 
Auditory Signal for Elevator 
Auditory Signal fOT Floor 

IMaximum Score = 6] 

Accessible Rest Room 
Accessible Toilet Stall 
Sink 34" High 
Faucets Operable with One Hand 
Soap Dispenser 48-54" High 
Tissue Dispenser 19" High 

47 
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(Maximum Score = 5) 

Accessible Public Phone 
Hearipg Aid Compatible Public Phone 

. Accessible Dririking Fountain 
Accessible Law Library 
Accessible Counters 

(Maximum Score'" 7] 

Disabled Parking Spaces International Symbol 
Accessible Rout,e to Bu'ilding International' Symbol 
Accessible Entrance InternationalSymbo] 
Public Phone International Symbol . 
Fountain International Symbol 
Accessible Courtroom International Symbol 
Rest Room IrtternationalSymbol 

[Maximum Score = 9) 

Sign Language Interpreten; 
Assistive Listening System 
TDDs 
Braille Materials 
Taped Text 
Qualified Readers 
Large Print Materials 
Appropriately Sized Room-Office Signs 
Bmille Signs 

--.-., 

6-_. 

O. '[8] , od) 

// 

" 
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e. LEO MILONAS 
Ch.el AC)mlO'$1ratlVl' Judge 

STATE OF NEW VORK 

UNIFIED COURT SYSTEM 
IOFFICE Of COURT t,.OMINISTRATlONI 
AGENCY BUILDING.4 -20TH FLOOR 

EMPIRE STATE PLAZA 
ALBANY, NEW YORK 12223 

IsiB1473-6087 

January 25, 1994 

Clarence J. Silndram, Chairman 
NYS Commission on Quality of Care 
for the Mentally Disabled 

99 Washington Avenue 
Suite 1002· 
Albany, NY 1221()-2895 

Dear Mr. Sundram: 

PATRICIA "'. BUCKllN 
Spec,al Counsel \0 the 
One! Admin,SHalor 

AS Systemwide Coorclinatorof the Americans With Disabilities Act (ADA) for 
the ·New York State Vnified Court System, I appreciate the·opponunity to respond to 
the Survey of Access to New York State Cburtsfor Individuals with Disabilities ("Sur-
vey"). . 

The Survey was undertaken by the New York State Commission on Quality of 
Care for the Mentally Disabled (CQC) and the New York State Bar Association Conunit~ 
tee on Mental and Physical Disability. Many volunteers, including individuals with 
disabilities, panicipated in the Survey. 

We were pleased to cooperate with and assist them in their Survey efforts. 
One of the most important findings of the Survey was the positive atdtudeofcourt 
personnel in facilitating access to the courts for individuals with disabilities. We are 

. very proud of the dedication of QUr staff and commend them for. the interest and efforts 
that rhey display consistently in providing accessibility to our programs, particularly 
where physical accessibility has not yet been achieved. 

The Unified Court System is strongly committed to assuring accessibility for all 
users of the courts, including individuals with disabilities. We have taken a broad range 
of steps to increase this access for all individua:ls. To better understand the efforts that 
we have made, it is important to clarify responsibility for court facilities. While the 
State is responsible. for operating all courts except town and village courts, almost all of 
the approximately 300 buildings in which State-operated courts and court-related 
agencies are located are owned by local goverriments. Only a few court facilities, such 
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as the Court of Appeals, the Appellate Divjsion Third Department and the Court of 
Claims are located in State-owned or leased space., Thus, the responsibility for provid­
ing adequate and accessible facilities for the courts is essentially the responsibility of 
local governments, either a county or a ciry, for the State-operated courts, or towns and 
villages for their courts. 

, To assist these localities in meeting their. responsibilities tinder the ADA. 
Unified Court System personnel conducted surveys of the State-operated courtS to assess 
the current state of accessibility in each facility. All of this infonnation was shared with 

. the affected local governments and with CQC prior to this Survey. In addition, during 
1992, each Administrative Judge wrote to cityancl county officials to advise them of 
their responsibilities under the ADA and to inquire about the steps that they would be 
taking to bring their facilities into compliance. 

Our efforts to assist localities have continued. Follow-up letters were sent to 
local officials. both in eady 1993 and in early January 1994. Both letters requested an 
update on theloca'lities' compliance efforts. One of the items highlighted in the 1993 
follow-up letter was inadequatesignage.Since our surveys indicated that inadequate 
signage was one of the most consistently reported problems, as did the subject SurVey, 
we urged local governments to give priority to this matter since this is both inexpensive 
and relatively easy to remedy. 

Many localities have taken significant steps to address their accessproblerns 
and others are in the planning stages. it is noteworthy that numerous court buildings 
are located in historic .or VE:ry old structures which are difficult to make accessible· or 
involv~morecomplicated procedures and planning to achlevephysical accessibility. 

In addition to working with local goven:1I11ents, the Unified Court System has 
implemented a comprehensive actiori plan to assure that all of the services and pro­
grams conducted by the courts are in full complia.nce with ADA requirements. These 
steps include the following: 

To assure prompt resolution of access issues, grievance procedures have been 
established for any user of the courts who believes that he or she has been 
discriminated against in the services provided by the court system; Providing 

. both a formal and infotmal method of claim resolution, the procedures are 
described in a handbook that is available in the public areas of the courts. 
The handbook also contains a simple o~e page fonn for filing a claim. 

To facilitate telephone communications with individuals who have hearing or 
speech impairments, TDDs have been installed in our Public. Infonnation Office 
and on our "JOBS Hotline", fnadditiori" infonnation has been distributed to 
all court personnel on use of the telephone relay system (including relay 
number stickers that can be affixed to the phone). This service is particularly 

2 
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useful in that it enables a TOO user to¢ommunicate directly with the coun 
employee that can best address the issue that the caller is raising. 

To assist individuals with hearing impairments in using the couns,assistive 
listening devices have been purchased iIi every judicial district or court to 
assUre that .requests for such devices cal). be met. In. addition, sign interpreters 
are· provided upon request and steps are being taken to improve the proce, 
dures that govern this process. 

To assist individuals with vision impai.nnents, <:burtpersonnel have been asked 
to provide, .as·needed, the·folloWing acc.ommodations: large print, braille, 
readers and audiotapes. A closed caption television for persons with visiort 
impairments who are participating.in court proceedings also is being pur-
chased. . 

ADA training for the judges was conducted at the judicial seminar in July 
1993. An outline of the seminar, including suggested accommodations for all 
types of disabilities, was sent to all judges. The seminar was videotaped and 
tbe videotape is available to court personnel for further training efforts. 
Several training sessions for noniudicial personnel have been held. 

N\1..merous educational materials on the.ADA were sent to judges and their 
staffs. This included a booklet entitled "Opening the Courthouse Door· An 
ADA Access Guide for the Courts", whiuh was prepared by the American Bar 
Association'S Commission on Mental ana Physical Disability Law and Com.rnis­
sion on Legal Problems of the Elderly with a grant from the Justice Institute. 
The guide contains many excellent suggestions for facilitating access for 
individuals with disabilities, induding individuals with .mental disabilities. 

In conclusion, the Unified Coun System .reaffinns its strong commitment to 
assuring program accessibility of our courts to all individuals· and effons are underway 
to prQvide physical accessibility. TheSutvey makes an important contribution to these 
efforts. . . 

SiI)cerely, 

Patricia K. Bucklin 

PKB:kc 
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The Commission on Quality of Care for the Mentally Disabled is an independent. 
agency responsible for oversight in New York: State's mental hygiene system and 
routinely investigates complaints, allegations bf abuse or neglect, and responds to 
requests concerning patient/resident care _and tFeatment. 

The· Cornrnissjon' alsoadillinisters several statewide advocacy programs Jor persons 
with disabilities which pro'\ride individual and systemic advocacy, including the 
services of advocates and attorneys to assist in a wide range of administrative and legal 
proceedings. 

The C()mmission~s statewide toll-freeumnber is for calls from patients/residents of 
mental hygiene facilities and programs,their families, and other concerned advocates. 

Toll,.free Number: 1-800-624-4143 (VoiceffDD) 

• 

From the digital collections of the New York State Library.



\\L g 
State of New York 

Commission on Quality of Care 

For the Mentally r;)isabhid 

MEMORANDUM 

, FROM: Clarence J. Sundrarn, Chairman 

DATE: May 26, 1994, 

SUBJECT: "Survey of Access to New York State Gourts for Individuals with 
Disabilities" 

Enclosed is a repon on the survey of accessibiljty of 275 couns in 40 counties in New 
York State, Court accessibility is required by the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and 
State law, but the survey -found that only eight percent of the coun rooms in New York State 
are fully a.ccessible structurally to people with disabilities, The court. ac(:cssibility survey was 
conducted by the Commission in Gonjunctionwith theiNew York State Bar Association's 
Cornmitteeon Mental and Physical Disability. Sire vi~ts were. made by staff from the 
Commission. local independent living centers. and by ~volunteers from the State Bar 
Association. 

The study determined that p~rsonnel in courts ~f all types across the state have taken 
good faith steps to make many courts accessible, but significant barriefs remain to providing 
full access to persons with less. recognizable disabilities. Little difference was fOUnd among 
levels of courts, although. town and village courts had: the greatest accessibility. 

Among the study's findings: 

• Over three-fourths of the courts surveyed lacked adequate signs to indicate 
accessible routes;' 

.. Seventy percent of court rest rooms surveyed were inaccessible. 52 percent of 
elevators were inaccessible, and 65 percent of the courthouses did not have 
parking spaces with access aisles permitting wheelchair entry and exit of vans; 

• Over 80 percent of the couns surveyed had noassistive listening systems or 
Telecommunication Device for the Deaf (TDD) for hearing-impaired 
individuals; 

• Fifty-two percent of the court elevator~ reviewed lacked braille buttons and 56 
percent lacked audit()ry~ignals for visually-impaired individuals. None of the 
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courts sun'eyed had braille signs indica~ing rooms or directions. and only 13!K 
had braille information materials: and 

• Most courts surveyed lacked plans or even knowledge about how to assist 
persons with ;nental illness ormental fytardation, Courthou~e ~aff who are 
trained "or knowledgeable -can provide tailored assistance to accommodate the 
needs of persons with mental disabi1itj~s ~- such as making co:urt house 
schedules and consulting with local mental health and mental retardation 
agencies and crisis services .. 

To promote greater accessibility throughout th~ state's court system. the report . 
recoIhmends that: 

• The Office of Court Administration (OCA) "standardize court forms such as 
small claims applications and other regularly-requested forms. in br.aille or large 
print~ 

• OCAand the State Association of Magistrates provide disability awareness 
training, including issues relateq to mental disabilities. at court personnel 
conferences .. In July of 1993. ADA training for judges was provided at the 
judicial seminars and a. videotape was made of the training; 

• Each court should del'>ignate a staffer as "accessibility ombudsperson" to assist 
individuals with disabilities on their accommodation needs. utilizing judicial 
district ADA coordinators as a resource; and 

• Counties establish' accessibility task forces made up of court personneL county 
officials. local disability service agencies •. and individuals with disabilities. to 
develop creative methods to ensure ADA compliance. OCA repons TDD 
communication with all courts is now available through the telephone relay 
system, and assistive listening devices ;ire reportedly available in every court 
and si~llinterpreters are available upon request. 

The Governor, Chi~fJudge Kaye, and Chief Administrative Judge Milonas. in a press rele.ase 
accompanying release of the report. indicated commitment to ensuring accessibility to all 
individuals with disabilities . 

. The Commission is an independent State ageI)Cy administering federally-funded 
statewide advocacy programs for persons with disabilities, which provide attorneys and other 
advocates in a wide range of administrative and legal proceedings. In 1993, these programs 
throughout the state served nearly 29,000 individuals. The State Bar Association Committee.' 
on Mental and Physical Disabilities provides assistance to attorneys and advocates working in 
the field of disabilities law. Committee members volumeer their expertise and services on 
behalf of people with disabilities. 
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Copies of this report ~e available in large print, braille, or voice tape, Please <:aUthe 
Commission forassistance in obtaining such ~opies at 518-381.-7098. 

The Commission on Quality of Care for-the Mentally Disabled is an independent agency 
responsible foroversightihNew ¥orkState'smental hygiene system. The Commission 
also. investigates complaintS ~nd responds to re;quests concerning patientlresident care 
and treatment whiCh cannot be resolved withnj).ental hygi~ile facilities. 

The Commission's statewide tol1·;free humber is foic~llsfrbm patients/residentsof 
m.ental hygiene'facilitiesand programs~th eitfamilies,and other concemedadvocates. 

ToI1~free Nllmber: 1-800 .. 624-4.143 (Voice/TTY) .. 

In an effort to reduce the costs of printing, ple~se notify the Commission if you wish 
I your name to be deleted fromou,r maiHng list Of if your address has changed. Contact:" 

I 
I 
/, 

I 

Commission Publications 
NYS Commission ~h Quality QfCare 
fQr the Mentally Disabled , 

40 1 State Street 
Schenectady, NY 12305-23:97 

Tel. (518) 381-7106 Fax:(S18)381-7101 

http://www.cq c·.sta te.ny~u!s 
email: marcusg@cqc.state.ny~us 
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