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Doug Usiak’s work for disability rights and independent living 
began in 1974, after an accident in the US Army cost him his 
sight.  At the VA’s Blind Rehabilitation Center, he learned the 

skills needed to live without sight, and the National Federation of the 
Blind (NFB) made him aware of the Disability Rights movement.

In September of 1975, at Buffalo State College, he pursued a career 
in Industrial Arts Education – a choice that worried school instructors 
and officials, who questioned the ability of a blind person to teach 
shop to non-disabled young people. Several of the instructors took 
steps intended to push Doug out of the program, but he fought back 

successfully, with support from the VA, the NFB, the BVA, and the little-known Rehabilitation 
Act of 1973, Section 504.  Ultimately able to graduate from the Industrial Arts program, Doug 
was inducted into Epsilon Pi Tau, an international honor society for professions in technology.

In 1977, Doug’s work with the NFB prompted him to spearhead a Statewide investigation that 
resulted in the reform of many programs and practices of the New York State Commission for 
the Blind and Visually Handicapped.  Other local efforts included: Chairing the Committee that 
established the Erie County Office for People with Disabilities; and organizing parents in the 
Town of Akron to compel the installation of an elevator in a previously inaccessible school. 

Since 1983, Doug has served as Executive Director of Western New York Independent Living, 
Inc. (WNYIL), the umbrella organization for five Independent Living Centers.  Here, he has 
overseen the creation and expansion of services, empowering those across the spectrum 
of disabilities to live independently in the community.  Doug’s focus has been on peer-run, 
not just peer-led programs, so the person with the disability is in the driver’s seat.  Among 
the other “hats” Doug wears, he has been Acting Executive Director of NYSILC; worked in 
information, relations and education for the Blind Association of Western New York; and 
consulted with industrial arts and vocational educators on working with students with 
disabilities.

At the University at Buffalo, Doug is on the Advisory Committee of the Center for Inclusive 
Design and Environmental Access, part of the School of Architecture and Planning; and 
works with the Center on Knowledge Translation for Technology Transfer (KT4TT), which 
assists those planning or conducting assistive technology research and development projects.  
Doug’s consumer-input focus groups enabled major companies like Black & Decker, Whirlpool, 
Kodak, White Rogers and dozens of smaller companies to ensure their products are accessible 
to customers with many functional limitations.  

Doug’s work extends across and beyond the United States. He has presented at conferences 
around the country on disability rights and the IL philosophy. He directed a technical 
assistance idea exchange between the US and the island of Jamaica and participated in a 
cultural exchange visit between the University at Buffalo’s Center for Assistive Technology and 
members of Independent Living Centers in Brazil.

Doug earned the “Disabled, but Able to Vote” award for his work to promote voter 
registration for people with disabilities; and Honorable Mention in the New York State Eleanor 
Roosevelt Community Service Awards for organizing 60 volunteers and 45 organizations in 
the “Be Parking Considerate” awareness campaign.

Doug led a six-University team from across the Country, as the Principal Investigator of the 
National Institute for Disability, Independent Living and Rehabilitation Research (NIDILRR)’s 
Rehabilitation Research and Training Center on Independent Living Management, the first 
RRTC awarded to a CIL.  In this effort, seven peer-reviewed papers were published on 
Independent Living, and 26 management tools were produced to assist CILs in administrating 
their programs and services. 

You will never hear Doug say, “Look what I’ve done.” He is quick to give the members of 
his team credit for their efforts to advance the rights and quality of life for individuals with 
disabilities. He motivates people to go beyond their comfort zones and insists that they 
be accepted for their strengths, not their perceived weaknesses. Thanks to Doug Usiak’s 
leadership, countless individuals with disabilities are living full lives as members of their 
communities.


