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Alzheimer Society ready to battle over transit

By Mary Agnes Welch

The Alzheimer Society of Manitoba is threatening to take the city to court if it doesn't allow people with mental disabilities to take Handi-Transit. 

In a letter sent to city councillors and transit officials Friday, the society's lawyers said people who have intellectual or cognitive impairments are "slipping through the cracks" and need access to the city's door-to-door taxi and bus service for the disabled. 

"In our opinion, the continued exclusion of individuals with mental disabilities or impairments is discriminatory and without justification," wrote Beverly Froese, a lawyer with the Public Interest Law Centre. "I can advise you that if changes are not made to the current eligibility requirements, we have been instructed by the Alzheimer Society of Manitoba to take further legal action." 

That could mean a complaint to the province's human rights tribunal or an application to the courts to rule on the matter, which Froese said could be covered by the federal charter of rights. 

But she said the Alzheimer Society is hopeful the dispute won't go that far, and the law centre hasn't yet explored all its legal options. The city is in the midst of revamping Handi-Transit's eligibility rules to make them more objective and to encourage more riders to use the regular system, which is now almost completely wheelchair-friendly. 

People with Alzheimer's don't technically qualify for Handi-Transit now, but the reality is not so clear-cut, said Wendy Schettler, program director of the Alzheimer Society. 

People with dementia or other impairments often get notes from their doctor saying they are unable to walk the required 175 metres without the risk of becoming lost or injured crossing the street. 

Or, Alzheimer's sufferers have other physical disabilities that automatically qualify them for the service, said Schettler. Until now, eligibility hasn't really been an issue, but the proposed rules would be much stricter. 

Schettler said her society doesn't necessarily expect an Alzheimer's diagnosis to automatically qualify a person for Handi-Transit, so the city needn't worry about a huge influx of new riders. 

Instead, Schettler said eligibility would be based on a person's practical ability to function. That's generally the rule that applies to people with physical impairments. "You cannot separate diseases and say this is an OK disability and this one is not OK," said Schettler. 

Last November, council's public works committee asked city staff to take a second look at the proposed rules after the Manitoba League of Persons With Disabilities and the Alzheimer Society raised objections. 

Under the proposed overhaul, the city wants users to pay a new $25 registration fee for a photo ID that would also allow them to ride free on regular buses. The fee would have to be paid every three years. 

Handi-Transit riders will also be asked to submit their health information to a city medical consultant for review to make sure they meet a long list of eligibility criteria. Intellectual impairments and dementia are not on the list. 

Catherine Caldwell, Handi-Transit's manager, said she is still revising her recommendations and wouldn't comment yet on whether the new rules will ban Alzheimer patients from the bus service. Her report should be debated by the public works committee next month. 

Committee chairman, Coun. Jae Eadie, said he hadn't yet seen the report, but it was his committee's hope that staff will take into account the concerns of disability advocates. 

In 2003, about 8,800 people used the Handi-Transit system, which is run by contractors. 
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