Minnesota State Council on Disability

Position Paper: Disability Parking

The Minnesota State Council on Disability (MSCOD) collaborates, advocates, advises and provides information to expand opportunities, improve the quality of life and empower all persons with disabilities. By statute, MSCOD advises and aids the governor, legislature, state agencies, and the general public on services, programs and legislation pertaining to persons with a disability. MSCOD works closely with constituents to identify issues, craft language, educate policymakers, and pass laws that have a meaningful, positive impact in the disability community.
Background

Through the groundbreaking legislation of the Americans with Disabilities Act in 1990, disability parking became a federal requirement and a fact of American transportation. Disability parking is both a legal right and a practical necessity. Parking spaces with transfer zones and closer locations to entrances are crucial to allowing access for people with disabilities to public buildings, such as places of employment, restaurants, stores, houses of worship, and government offices. Disability parking is important both in the metro area, where traffic is high and close parking spaces may be occupied, and also in rural Minnesota, where public transportation is often very limited and personal automobile usage is the primary mode of transportation.
In the 2010 state legislative session, three bills were proposed with potentially significant impacts on disability parking in Minnesota. One bill would have extended disability parking privileges to women who had given birth within the last 12 months. As over 70,000 live births occur annually in Minnesota, granting certificates to women who have recently given birth would substantially limit available disability parking. MSCOD directly advocated in opposition to this bill and its author removed it. A second bill that was introduced near the end of the legislative session would have prohibited towing of any parked vehicle with disability plates or certificate, unless it constituted an accident or hazard to the traveling public. The third bill, the 2010 transportation omnibus bill, included permitting the state to tow a vehicle parked in a disability parking space or transfer zone without the appropriate plates or certificate. This bill passed and was signed into law.

Description

In light of recent legislation and anticipated demographic shifts, disability parking spots are a limited commodity. To address this shortage, MSCOD strongly recommends increasing disability parking spaces. As the baby boomer generation ages and the median population age rises, more people may struggle with mobility and develop physical disabilities. The population of Minnesota is also expected to shift geographically, with a higher percentage of the population living in Central Minnesota and other more rural areas, where public transportation is severely limited and most Minnesotans must travel by car. In the next 30 years, the Minnesota Department of Transportation anticipates a population proportion shift in Central Minnesota (St. Cloud and surrounding areas) from 12% to 17%. By 2035, the proportion of Minnesotans who are 65 years or older is expected to reach 21%. The need for disability parking will rise, so more disability parking spots should be made available to meet this need.
Since disability parking spaces are so limited, MSCOD also recommends more in-depth education and information for those who authorize disability parking certificates. Doctors and other medical professionals who provide medical authorization must be aware of the specific legal criteria for disability parking grants, as well as their limited number and the extent of need. With a greater awareness of potential abuse and current need, hopefully medical professionals will carefully consider claims to disability parking. Legislators who develop disability parking policies would also benefit from a clearer and more thorough perspective of the difficulties of transportation and building access for people with disabilities as they vote on the laws that govern disability parking. More specific criteria and guidelines could assist in preventing disability parking authorization for persons with needs that may not be related to disability (such as new mothers) or for people whose mobility issues are not legally categorized as requiring disability parking. Greater education for medical professionals and for legislators who decide on disability parking policy may restrain excessive or even fraudulent usage of disability parking.
Fraudulent use of disability parking spaces, certificates and plates continues to be a concern, which is exacerbated by limited enforcement of disability parking violations. MSCOD recommends increased enforcement of disability parking laws to protect access to homes and other buildings for people with disabilities. Many Minnesotans request MSCOD’s parking violation notices, which have no force of law. Yet the notices raise awareness of the frequent occurrences of unauthorized parking in a disability space or transfer zone. Often MSCOD receives telephone calls reporting disability parking violations in disability spaces on residential streets. When unauthorized drivers park in disability spaces, people with disabilities may struggle even to leave and return to their homes. This problem is particularly dangerous in the winter months, when ice and snow can render it impossible for people with mobility disabilities to traverse extended distances on streets and sidewalks.

The problem is compounded by concern over van-only disability spaces. Prior to 2007, disability parking requirements included a certain number of spaces that could be standard size but designated as disability parking and a certain number of disability spaces that needed to fit a van. Some Minnesotans who use disability parking drive smaller, sedan-style cars, have fewer mobility needs and do not need the larger spaces. Others use vans that accommodate wheelchairs and need wider spaces. As of 2007, all disability spaces in new parking lots in Minnesota are required to have dimensions that will accommodate a van or larger vehicle. However, older parking lots often still have the smaller spaces and separate, larger spaces for vans. Occasionally, legislation has been introduced to remove the van-only restriction from the larger parking spaces, in the interest of allowing more spaces for people who use disability parking but may not have a van. It would also simplify enforcement of disability parking laws for law enforcement officials, who would not have to make the added determination of whether a car parked in a van-only disability spot truly qualifies for the spot.
Nevertheless, MSCOD supports the continued restriction of van-only spaces because Minnesotans who use disability parking with vans have no other option if those spaces are filled by smaller cars. Those who use wheelchair-accessible vans may have the greatest mobility difficulties, and they simply may not be able to fit their van or access a wheelchair in the smaller spaces.

Looking back on the 2010 legislative session, the transportation omnibus bill allows the state to enforce disability parking laws to a more serious extent (i.e. through towing). Expanding the legal authority to enforce the laws is a very positive step. However, it does not address the capacity; it is possible that disability parking violations go unaddressed because of a lack of resources. If not enough police officers are available to enforce the laws, increasing the penalties of disability parking violations will have little deterrent effect. Additionally, the recent introduction of bills like the pregnant parking bill shows that even despite the shortage of disability parking spaces, without strong advocacy from stakeholders in the disability community, those spaces may be extended to persons without disabilities. This expansion would strain already limited parking access for Minnesotans with disabilities who use cars for transportation.

MSCOD supports an increase in disability parking spaces to meet the needs of Minnesotans with disabilities who depend on those spaces to be able to travel in automobiles and to enter and exit buildings safely. We look forward to working with the Legislature to maintain and expand parking access for Minnesotans with disabilities.
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