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Disability Power & Pride Inaugural ball
Disability Power & Pride Inaugural Ball

January 21, 2009
By: Kelly Rouba

WASHINGTON, DC- For the first time in history, members of the disability community and various political leaders came together to celebrate a Presidential Inauguration by hosting what they hope will be the first of many Inaugural Balls to come.

The event, which took place last Sunday evening at the National Press Club, drew large crowds. Juliette Rizzo, former Ms. Wheelchair America and one of a host of national disability leaders involved with the event’s planning and promotion, wasn’t surprised by the turnout. 

“No longer satisfied with a periphery role in politics, the disability community seized the opportunity to unite around this common cause and host the first-ever, sold-out Disability Power and Pride Inaugural Ball, creating a true model of empowerment, participation, and celebration of the changes ahead,” Rizzo said. 
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Tony Coelho, a former Congressman from California who authored and sponsored the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), emceed the event. “One thousand of us have now come together tonight to celebrate our message of inclusion for a ‘life without limits.’ This is our time to make a real difference, and together we’ll do just that,” he said. 

Senator Tom Harkin (D-IA), who also wrote and served as a chief sponsor of the ADA, spoke briefly to guests about his own experiences growing up with a brother who was deaf.

“This event is called Power and Pride,” Harkin said. “(My brother) was proud of his abilities and proud of what he could contribute. We’ve never lacked pride, but we have lacked power (in the disability community). Now, we’ve got power. Let’s exercise that power by keeping together and making sure the disability community can stand in the front and not sit in the back.”

Harkin, like many other attendees, said he hopes to see the disability community continue to come together to organize more inaugural balls in the future. “We’ve got to stick together,” he said. 
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Elizabeth Davis, one of the event sponsors, echoed those sentiments. “We are very excited and honored to have been a part of the first ever Disability Power & Pride Inaugural Ball. What makes this especially heartening is that from time to time all segments of the disability community find a way to put our individual agendas aside to come together around a common issue. And it was even more exciting that we were able to do that in the context of another very important moment in history,” said Davis, who founded the National Emergency Management Resource Center and is the executive director of EAD & Associates, an emergency management consultancy that focuses on serving special needs populations.

Democratic Majority Leader Steny Hoyer called the event a celebration of inclusion. “What we celebrate tonight is the recognition of abilities—not disabilities,” he said. “The exclusion of the prejudice that says because you cannot walk, because you cannot do other things, because you cannot see, because you cannot speak, because you may have epilepsy, that does not mean you do not have extraordinary abilities to participate in our society.”

Hoyer was instrumental in helping the ADA to pass through the House in 1990. “America is better for having passed the Americans with Disabilities Act because it reached out and opened the door,” he said, later adding, “We’ve had great success with the ADA in terms of access, in terms of non-discrimination, but one of the areas we still have not arrived where we need to be is employment.”
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Coelho is hopeful, however, that in-roads will continue to be made as the disability community enters a new era with the Obama Administration. “Change is ahead for all of us. You can feel it in every part of the country, and especially here at our nation’s capital,” he said.

“People with disabilities let it be known they wanted to be a part of this Inauguration,” Rizzo said. “We were indeed included and now are a part of history like millions of other Americans.”

“In those packed ballrooms, you could feel and see the real power and pride in the faces of the attendees,” she added. “Harnessing that energy and believing in the unlimited potential of all people, we embrace the promise of hope this President brings to the country and look forward to working together with him and this Administration to make the changes needed to achieve full equality for Americans with disabilities.”
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