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I am happy to be here representing the EEOC -- the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission.  Our Chair, Jenny Yang, wishes she could have been here and sends her regrets.  But I know I speak for Chair Yang and for my fellow Commissioners who are here – Commissioners Constance Barker, Victoria Lipnic, and Charlotte Burrows, as well as for our General Counsel David Lopez – in saying what a privilege it is to be celebrating the 25th anniversary of the ADA with our partners at the Department of Justice and the Access Board. 
On a personal note, as a young attorney at the ACLU, I had the opportunity to work on the drafting and negotiating of the ADA.  Drafting, negotiating, strategizing, lobbying, organizing grass roots – all to help Congress enact the ADA – was a team effort.  It is wonderful to see so many people from that team in the room today. 
The ADA was always about real people – not about some theory in the sky.   You will soon hear from six people who have benefitted from the law, with the assistance of the EEOC or DOJ.  Nothing can capture the importance of the ADA better than hearing from these six people.
We, at the EEOC, are discrimination busters.
Unfortunately, there is a lot of discrimination still to bust.  Let’s just look at one year – FY2014.  We received 25,000 charges of disability discrimination that year.  We got relief for 4,500 charging parties just through our investigative process.  So that number doesn’t even include the many people who had successful mediations even prior to any investigation.  Our investigative processes are confidential, so you would not have heard about these results.  But we can see their aggregate effect.  Thousands of employers changed their policies as a result of these settlements and we collected a total of $95 million for those charging parties.
All of this enforcement work is essential to ensuring that people with disabilities can get jobs, retain jobs, and be promoted in jobs. JOBS are the key.  It is jobs that give people with disabilities economic freedom and independence.
But informal, confidential processes are not enough.  EEOC is also a discrimination buster in court.  In fact, ADA cases constitute 34% of our current litigation docket.  We use litigation not only to establish new and important principles of law, but to vindicate the rights of people with disabilities and to stop further discrimination from happening.  To read some of the compelling facts of these many cases that the EEOC brings, I urge you to visit the newly launched disability web page on the EEOC website.  http://www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/history/ada25th/index.cfm
I am proud to be part of an agency that is a discrimination-buster. 
But as we gather here, on the silver anniversary of the ADA, I encourage us to think about the fact that we are potentially at a transformative moment in advancing employment for people with disabilities. This is because we have three realities converging at the same moment.
First, people with disabilities today not only have rights – they have greater expectations of what they will do with those rights.  We have a generation or two of people with disabilities who were educated in integrated settings and who expect to work in paid, competitive jobs just like everyone else.  We have an established social understanding that shutting people with disabilities away in institutions is not ok.  And we have a generation of young people with disabilities who have grown up with the ADA.  The ADA, together with the laws that came before it, has changed not only the expectations of people with disabilities -- but the expectations of people around them.  
Rights and expectations work together.  When rights are enforced, high expectations follow.  High expectations ensure that people exercise their rights. 
The second reality is that the federal government is focusing on the employment of people with disabilities more than ever before. 
· As you have heard, EEOC, DOJ, and our partner agencies are vigorously enforcing the ADA.  Part of why we can do this more now is because the ADA was (thankfully) reinvigorated by the ADA Amendments Act of 2008.
· And we have a really strong inter-agency process going on right which includes all of the major agencies that have some responsibility for increasing the employment of people with disabilities.  As many of you may know, having an effective inter-agency effort is no mean feat! This Curb Cuts to the Middle Class Initiative, which is less than two years old, is focused on making a real dent in the unacceptably high unemployment and underemployment rates of people with disabilities - so that the high expectations of people with disabilities will be met with good jobs.  This Initiative is leveraging, in particular, the affirmative action obligations that have been newly and more clearly articulated for federal contractors and will, hopefully, soon be more newly and clearly articulated for federal agencies. 
Third, and finally, more and more people with disabilities are owning disability pride.  The concept of disability pride is not new.  When I was working on the ADA, I learned so much from people in the independent living movement about disability pride.  As a lesbian with the hidden disability of anxiety disorder, I have seen the power of LGBT pride and I have seen the power of disability pride.  More and more people with disabilities, especially people with hidden disabilities, are coming out.  Because of that, the distinction between the “us” without disabilities and the “them” with disabilities will continue to diminish as people realize – in the words of Chris Bell and Bob Burgdorf in the 1980s – that we are all on a spectrum of ability.  
These three realities are converging to create a potentially transformative moment in our country.  But we have to recognize these realities for what they are; we have to grasp the opportunities they offer, and we have to leverage them with force and will and passion.  If we do that, I believe the next 25 years will be even more remarkable in achieving true equality and inclusion for people with disabilities across this great country.
Thank you for joining us in this wonderful celebration of a wonderful law.
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