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Consent decree forces St. Charles Streetcar line to
become wheelchair accessible

A lawsuit was filed against the city of New Orleans and the Regional Transit
Authority saying the streetcar line was in violation of the Americans with
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Major changes are coming for some people in New Orleans.

The historic St. Charles Streetcar line will become wheelchair-accessible. It's a decision that

comes after a consent decree was approved in federal court.

A lawsuit was filed against the city of New Orleans and the Regional Transit Authority saying the

streetcar line was in violation of the Americans with Disabilities Act.

WDSU spoke with Mitchell Miraglia, who was one of the people who filed suit. Getting around

has never been easy for Miraglia.

As a child, he was diagnosed with cerebral palsy.

"I wasn't able to go on field trips. They made me go to the library just because I was disabled,

and back then I was on crutches,” Miraglia said.

In 1992, getting around got even harder.

"I was coming home from a New Year's Eve party. A driver hit a cab that I was in head-on,”

Miraglia said. “I went through the windshield."

Miraglia’s leg was shattered and he's been in a wheelchair ever since. Around that time is when

Miraglia started pushing for wheelchair accessibility on the St. Charles Streetcar line.
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Jonah Bascle, an advocate for the disabled and former candidate for mayor, joined in. He died

in 2014.

Miraglia and his attorney, Andrew Bizer, filed suit two years later.

"The city had previously claimed it had an ADA waiver,” Bizer said. “We did a public records

request and there was no ADA waiver."

Bizer said the city will bring one of the red streetcars that is wheelchair-accessible to St. Charles

Avenue. The stops are at each end of the line, and on Napoleon, Louisiana, Jackson, and near

the Riverbend.

"On St. Charles Avenue, it is a bit thinner,” Bizer said. They are going to have to do some sort of

construction to widen the neutral ground on St. Charles. Not by a lot, maybe just a foot or two,

so that disabled folks can get on and off the streetcar safely."

The city will monitor how much the wheelchair-accessible streetcar is being used and could

add a second one to the route.

Miraglia hopes to see the first car running before 2019.

"What is going to be going through my head at that moment is, 'Free at last, free at last,'”

Miraglia said. “We will really be able to enjoy what New Orleans has to offer."

The city issued a statement to WDSU:

"The safety of our residents and visitors is a top priority. The City is hard at work implementing

solutions to improve pedestrian accessibility across New Orleans, especially for those with

disabilities. Since 2013, the City’s Department of Public Works has been implementing its

Americans with Disabilities (ADA) Transition Plan to better ensure the public right-of-way is

readily accessible to and usable by pedestrians. The ADA requires that existing facilities, such as

the St. Charles Avenue Streetcar line, be made wheelchair accessible only in limited

circumstances. Through this settlement, the City, in partnership with the RTA, will work to
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secure the required approval by municipal, state and federal governmental entities in order to

incorporate accessibility to the St. Charles Avenue Streetcar line.

"The St. Charles Avenue Streetcar line, listed as a National Historic Landmark, is the oldest

continuously operating streetcar line in the world. While it is a cultural asset used by both New

Orleans locals and visitors alike, the City and the RTA formally began to evaluate a feasibility

plan of incorporating an accessible transit program for the St. Charles Avenue Streetcar line.

"The plan envisioned introducing the modern “red” streetcar vehicles from the Riverfront line,

which are equipped with wheelchair lifts, onto the St. Charles line to operate in conjunction

with the historic 1920’s Perly Thomas “green” streetcars, which cannot be modified due to their

historic designation. However, based on the City and the RTA’s evaluation and study, any

modifications to incorporate accessibility to the St. Charles Avenue Streetcar line, a historic

landmark, require approval by municipal, state, and federal governmental entities.

"The City, in partnership with the RTA, will undertake preparing the necessary applications and

seeking approval from municipal, state, and federal governmental agencies.

"Only if approval is granted by these agencies will the proposed modifications to the historic St.

Charles Avenue Streetcar line be made.

"The proposed modifications include constructing six (6) wheelchair accessible stops at each

end of the line, Napoleon, Louisiana, Jackson, and an as-yet-undetermined stop near the

riverbend.

"If all applications are granted, then the City and the RTA will have nine (9) months to secure

bids for the construction.

"Upon completion of construction, the RTA will run one “red” streetcar equipped with a

wheelchair lift on the St. Charles Avenue line in rotation with the historic “green” Perly Thomas

streetcars.
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"If subsequent ridership data after two years demonstrates high demand for the wheelchair

accessible streetcar, a second accessible streetcar will be added.

"Right now, a historic capital improvement program is underway across New Orleans to repair

roadways and the public right-of-way. As part of this work, the City will be continuing to

reconstruct and/or refurbish thousands of curbs, re-surfaced streets, passageways and

sidewalks.

"At least $24 million of the $2.4 billion being spent on roads and infrastructure will be spent on

new ADA-compliant ramps in the next 6-8 years as part of this program. Furthermore, all

infrastructure improvements are designed in accordance with the City’s Complete Streets

Ordinance to encourage easy travel for all users, including motorists, bicyclists, bus and

streetcar riders, pedestrians and the disabled."

Keep up with local news, weather and current events with the WDSU app here. Sign up for our

email newsletters to get breaking news right in your inbox. Click here to sign up! 
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