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EDITH’S GONE Disability Community Loses Dynamic Advocate
By Allison Howe

Edith Prentiss sits at the base of steps in Four Freedoms Park on Roosevelt Island in 2017. The park was not fully accessible, even though it honors FDR, who was a wheelchair user.

Washington Heights resident, Edith Prentiss, an outspoken and tireless advocate for disability rights, died March 16 at the age of 69 of cardiopulmonary arrest. After being born and spending her childhood on Long Island, Prentiss, spent much of her life living in Manhattan, where she was an active member of many political, civic and disability organizations. In N.Y.C, she too in countless rallies, press conferences, demonstrations, meetings, hearings, the N.Y.C. disability pride parade and other advocacy events. She was known for not backing down to community leaders or politicians, often holding their feet to the fire for causes that were important to people with disabilities. Prentiss served as president of the 504 Democratic Club and vice president of Disabled in Action (DIA) of Metropolitan New York. She had a long tenure as a member of her home Community Board 12 and was also the chair of the Taxis for All Campaign (TFAC). In addition, she was a member of the New York County Democratic Committee, the New York State Independent Living Council (NYSILC), the Manhattan Borough President’s Disability Taskforce, the New York City Office of Emergency Management Special Needs Taskforce, the Washington Heights/Inwood Council on Aging and the advisory committee to the MTA/New York City Transit Riders Council. She also involved herself with Long Island politics, while president of the 504 Democratic Club. and took on the Island Rail Road and was a member of its ADA Taskforce. “Edith was the first chair of our emergency preparedness committee, and she worked tirelessly when New York City faced emergencies, such as 9/11 and Superstorm Sandy,” said Brad Williams, executive director of the New York State Independent Living Council. “She never missed an opportunity to “school” Amtrak about their responsibilities or the hotels about their accessible ground transportation. Edith never stopped advocating.”

One of her top priorities was to ensure the accessibility of all modes of transportation, including the installation of elevators at subway stations across the city, testing busses that the MTA considered buying or giving input about the angle of ramps for ferries. Through her work with TFAC, a federal lawsuit was brought against the city’s Taxi and Limousine Commission (TLC) to increase accessible yellow cabs and for-hire vehicles. The suit was settled, resulting in a 50 percent accessible yellow taxi fleet by 2020. (The rule has been delayed because of the pandemic.) In addition, companies like Lyft and Uber finally offered wheelchair-accessible service, and Prentiss stood alongside New York City Mayor Bill de Blasio when that legislation was signed. Prentiss worked to improve access to outdoor spaces as well as removing barriers at indoor public places, such as stores, police stations and restaurants. She was a plaintiff in many class action lawsuits based on accessibility She was also an integral part of lawsuits brought by Disability Rights Advocates (DRA). According to senior staff attorney Rebecca Rodgers, a few of those suits include filings against the TLC for more accessible taxis, the MTA for the installation of subway elevators and the City of New York for improved sidewalk and police precinct access. Prentiss worked for accessibility throughout New York state parks. This included improving access at the Four Freedoms Park at Roosevelt Island, which was nearly impossible to navigate for those with mobility impairments. Prentiss, along with the Brooklyn Center for the Independence of the Disabled (BCID) and other plaintiffs engaged in discussions with the park operators and the New York State Parks Department, which led to the installation of a lift to make it possible for people to access the top of the staircase. Prentiss received the Concepts of Independence’s Sandra Schnur Advocacy Award and the Freeda Zames Advocacy Award from New York City. On May 6, she will be posthumously inducted into the New York State Disability Rights Hall of Fame by NYSILC. Prentiss used a wheelchair or motorized scooter for about 25 years. She had several serious health conditions, including asthma and kidney disease. She earned a bachelor’s degree in sociology from Stony Brook University and got a master’s degree in medical sociology at Miami University. “Her asthma was so bad that she couldn’t walk up a flight of stairs,” said her brother Andrew Prentiss, of St. James, N.Y. “My sister was a strong, independent woman. She took extreme joy in her work for the disabled, and her face would light up telling us stories about it. I knew she worked to make things better for the disabled, but the extent of what she accomplished is phenomenal.” Filmmaker Arlene Schulman, a close friend and colleague from Community Board 12, has been in the process of creating a documentary titled “Edith Prentiss: Hell on Wheels.” 

She has much footage of Prentiss at work, at home and out and about in the city. Although it was still in production when Prentiss died, Schulman plans to complete the project and release the film in the near future. Prentiss worked very closely with BCID on many projects, including opposing the ban on drinking straws. As the long-time moderator of the Disabilities Network of New York City (DNNYC) list-serve, Prentiss kept the public informed about any information regarding the disabled, such as the latest news, policy updates and events. Prentiss is survived by brothers Andrew, Michael, Robert, William, and David, as well as sisters-in-law, nieces, and nephews. Due to the pandemic, the family plans to wait until sometime this summer to have a public memorial. Condolences may be sent to her family at PO Box 760, St. James, NY, 11780.The family has requested that donations in Prentiss’ name be made to ICS’ On A Roll Wheelchair Service on their website https://icsny.org/ wheelchair-services-expertise/.
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