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State Independent Living Council Pays Tribute

to Disability Rights Leaders
SACRAMENTO, CA – With more than 4 million Californians living with disabilities, the State Independent Living Council (SILC) continues to promote its vision in part by recognizing disability rights leaders throughout the month of January, including Ed Roberts Day on January 23. Influential leaders, such as Ed Roberts, Tony Coelho and others, have contributed to making SILC’s vision of “access to independence and equality” more of a reality.

Of the activists, Ed Roberts stands out as the “father of the disability rights movement” in California. In 2010, Senate Bill 1256 was signed into law designating January 23 as Ed Roberts Day to encourage public schools and educational institutions to educate the public about Roberts’ efforts on behalf of disability rights. Having contracted polio as a teenager, Roberts spent much of his time in an iron lung. When a high school administrator threatened to withhold his diploma because he hadn’t completed driver’s education or physical education, Roberts began a lifelong career as an advocate for those with disabilities. He was the first severely disabled student admitted to the University of California, Berkeley, where he earned his bachelor’s and master’s degrees and subsequently taught political science for six years. Roberts founded the Center for Independent Living and was appointed in 1976 by Governor Jerry Brown as Director of the California Department of Vocational Rehabilitation. He co-founded the World Institute on Disability and served as its president until his death in 1995 at age 56. In 2011, Governor Jerry Brown honored Roberts posthumously as a disability rights advocate by inducting him into the California Hall of Fame.
“Ed Roberts exemplifies the very thing SILC stands for, that is, to reduce the barriers in society that create obstacles for those living with disabilities,” said Liz Pazdral, Executive Director of SILC. “Without the visionary leadership of individuals like Roberts, we would face more of an uphill battle than we currently face.”

As the primary author and House sponsor of the Americans with Disabilities Act, California Congressman Tony Coelho, along with other leaders such as Frederick Fay, led the charge in changing the workplace landscape to equitably include persons with disabilities. Coelho served as chair under Bill Clinton of the President’s Committee on Employment of People with Disabilities and the vice chair of the National Task Force on Employment of Adults with Disabilities. Coelho, who lives with epilepsy, is a member of board of directors of the Epilepsy Foundation and the American Association of People with Disabilities.
Lex Frieden, a quadriplegic due to a spinal cord injury, has been working in the independent living movement since the early 1970s. Frieden served as Executive Director of the National Council on the Handicapped (now the National Council on Disability) and was instrumental in conceiving and drafting the Americans with Disabilities Act. He is a Professor of Biomedical Informatics and of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation at the University of Texas Health Science Center, Houston.
“SILC’s role is to create effective public policy and funding levels for California’s network of Independent Living Centers,” commented Pazdral. “We are grateful for the investments, commitment and determination of those who have paved the way.” 

Additional American disability rights activists include Judith Heumann, internationally recognized for her work with governments and non-governmental organizations on the development of human rights legislation and the expansion of the independent living movement internationally; Richard Pimentel, a nationally renowned expert on helping employers integrate persons with disabilities into the workplace; and Alan Reich who founded the National Organization on Disability.
“These activists are inspirational role models for people with disabilities,” noted Pazdral. “Their determination and efforts have changed the world in so many ways for so many.”

# # #

The California State Independent Living Council is an independent state agency which, in cooperation with the California State Department of Rehabilitation, prepares and monitors the State Plan for Independent Living. SILC solicits continual public feedback on the effectiveness of independent living services and coordinates with similar agencies and councils at the state and federal levels to increase communication and help assure that services to people with disabilities are delivered effectively.
