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May 20, 2021 
 
 
The Honorable Pete Buttigieg 
Secretary  
U.S. Department of Transportation 
1200 New Jersey Avenue SE 
Washington, DC 20590 
 

Re: Make Inoperative Exemptions; Vehicle Modifications to Accommodate People 
with Disabilities Supplemental Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (SNPRM) Docket 
Number: NHTSA-2016-0031 

 
 
Dear Secretary Buttigieg,  
 
The National Consumers League (NCL) is America’s pioneering consumer advocacy organization, 
representing consumers and workers on marketplace and workplace issues since our founding in 
1899.  
 
We write to urge the Department of Transportation (DOT) and the National Highway Traffic 
Safety Administration (NHTSA) to issue the final exemptions that would permit disabled 
consumers who require hand controls to safely and reliably access and operate rental vehicles. 
With the global motor vehicle shortage reducing the availability and cost of new and used 
vehicles, the mobility challenges of the disabled are worsening. Prompt action is needed.  
 
NCL joins other advocates in the disability community in support of NHTSA’s supplemental notice 
of proposed rulemaking (SNPRM) to amend 49 C.F.R. part 595 to permit car rental companies to 
disable temporarily a knee bolster air bag to accommodate renters with disabilities who require 
hand controls. NCL appreciates NHTSA’s thoughtful approach and believes it will greatly enhance 
mobility options for people with disabilities.    
 
NCL supports an exemption to the make inoperative prohibition to allow persons with physical 
disabilities to successfully operate rental vehicles, even if that requires the temporary disabling 
of knee bolster air bags.  Our organization has been a leader in advocating for automobile safety.  
People with disabilities want the full suite of safety equipment installed with the vehicles they 
rent, of course, but knee bolster airbags become a critical safety hazard when hand controls must 
be installed for the operation of the vehicle.  Those who require hand controls to operate a motor 
vehicle must have access to vehicles with disabled knee bolster air bags.   
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The SNPRM states that one potential remedy is for rental car companies to purchase older cars 
without knee bolster air bags.  We believe this is a poor option for several reasons: older cars are 
likely not as well equipped with the latest safety equipment, tend to have more miles, and may 
come with additional mechanical problems. The disabled should have equal access to new 
vehicles.  NCL certainly hopes that cars of the future will be designed with the safety of the 
disabled community in mind, such that hand controls that can be installed and safely operated 
without disabling any safety features.  But until such fleets are available, protections under Title 
III of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) must not be overlooked. 
 
In order to better serve the disability community, car rental companies need clear direction on 
which regulations to follow: the FMVSS or the ADA. They shouldn’t be in conflict; if they are, 
NHTSA should work to resolve them quickly in the interests of all consumers, including those with 
disabilities.  
 
Title III of the ADA is a critical provision. Without it, the disabled are blocked from an entire 
category of services. NCL recognizes that disabling knee bolster air bags may compromise 
compliance with the FMVSS, but this is an exception that must be understood in a larger context 
toward achieving a greater good: access to rental cars for those with disabilities.  
 
Ultimately, renting an accessible vehicle with hand controls may be the only option for the 
disabled who use rental cars like everyone else: for leisure, for emergencies, for employment and 
so many other reasons.   
 
NCL appreciates the opportunity to share our views and encourages NHTSA’s immediate 
finalization of the rule, as consumers with disabilities stand to greatly benefit from its 
implementation.   
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Sally Greenberg 
Executive Director 
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