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Dr. Lisa A. Schweitzer focuses on multiple areas of research that 
pertain to transportation, urban environments, and social justice. 
Her recent projects evaluate the distribution social and economic 
opportunities and the location of environmental hazards. Her recent 
projects examines hazardous material spills and major industrial 
accidents throughout Los Angeles and the United States. Her 

work has appeared in a wide range of planning and interdisciplinary journals. She 
is currently doing research on decision-making during evacuations and community 
resources for environmental security. Dr. Schweitzer is an award-winning instructor 
who teaches classes in transportation, the environment, and social policy. 

Dr. Daniel B. Hess research measures how the built environment 
of cities—and public policies that support various forms of 
development—influences individual travel behavior.  Concerns for 
social andspatial equity and responsible pricing of public goods—
especially access to trasportation—anchor his work.  His publications 
about extreme events focuses on disaster preparedness and 

transportation planning for evacuations.   Shortly after Hurrican Katrina struck, he 
spent eight days in New Orleans conducting research about decision making before, 
during, and after the disaster.
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Lisa A. Schweitzer: It appears as though many of the ramps that broke free from 
residences in New Orleans were the product of handy and helpful relatives rather 
than professional carpentry. Do you know to what degree localities can and do 
make CDBG and HOME funding available for home ramps so that residential ramp 
construction could be of better quality? 

Daniel B. Hess: It would be rare for CDBG or HOME funds to be used for home 
modification. Most home modifications are funded—only for certified individuals 
—through Medicaid waiver programs and, though less often, state vocational and 
educational programs. Blind and visually impaired residents can seek funding for 
home modifications from the Lion’s Club and state commissions on blindness. 
The funding programs require plans prepared by a registered architect, and the 
funding available usually pays for construction by a contractor. Residents who do 
not qualify for these funding programs can turn to community groups or volunteer 
organizations for assistance in funding and constructing a ramp. Staff members 
of Independent Living Centers contacted for this research report that there are 
more people seeking home modifications without a funding source than with 
a funding source. Those without funding are, as you point out, more likely to turn 
to a handy friend or neighbor, and the result is often a ramp built not to code and  
with cheaper materials.

LAS: You mention disposable ramps briefly. Can you put some flesh on a design that 
might work for a disposable ramp? What types of materials might be both durable, 
cost-effective, and easy to store?

DBH: Durable, self-inflating rubber ramps could double as rafts. There are other 
 materials thought should be investigated as well. There has been quite a 
bit of experimentation since September 11 in fabrication of new materials 
used for emergency egress from buildings, including parachutes used 
for evacuation of skyscrapers. When it comes to planning better for 
emergency evacuation, all ideas, no matter how outlandish they seem, are  
worthy of investigation. 
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LAS: Do you think it would be a good idea to get ramp construction into 
the official building codes? It might help builders who are seeking permits 
to understand the importance of good design here. Or it just might  
create red tape.

DBH: As planners, designers, and architects move to adopting universal design 
principles in our built environments, zero-step entryways into both public and 
private buildings will become standard. At the same time, architects and designers 
are working to get universal design principles incorporated into municipal building 
codes. Adoption of universal design may prove to be a market-driven phenomenon 
as we move into the age of baby boomers in retirement years, because accessibility 
features will increase the value of property. I believe that universal design will not 
create greater complications; instead, it may streamline design-build processes 
because of its uniformity, and it will lead to dignified places and spaces that can be 
used by everyone, regardless of ability. 

LAS: One of the most interesting aspects of the research for me concerned  
community-based organizations (CBOs) such as the Dallas Ramp Project 
and the Home Ramp Project of Minnesota. They publish guidelines, 
but what else do these CBOs do? How do you think working with 
these organizations might work to formulate new research about needs  
during evacuations?

DBH: These volunteer organizations distribute how-to manuals and videos and train 
teams of volunteers to construct ramps. The volunteer ramp organizations are also 
imbedded within a network of entities—including social service agencies, civic groups, 
churches, medical centers, Independent Living Centers, Habitat for Humanity—with 
direct access to those who use ramps. These networks are a resource for identifying 
ramp users and engaging them in surveys, evaluations, and assessments to better 
understand their access needs during emergency and non-emergency situations.
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LAS: There are significant correlations between disability status, age, and poverty. As 
you reflect on what you saw and worked on after Hurricane Katrina, can you describe 
how you see your work contributing to what we know as scholars and practitioners 
about urban injustice?

DBH: Low-income household are less likely to be able to afford a contractor’s fees 
for ramp installation or the addition of other accessibility features to a residence 
and more likely to make do with a do-it-yourself installation job. Most of the ramps 
pictured in the article and discussed in the research existed in middle- and low-
income neighborhoods. A renter must have a landlord’s permission to perform home 
modifications. The outcomes observed in New Orleans confirm that economically 
disadvantaged—and especially, in this case, physically challenged—residents have 
to fight for rights that should be available to everyone. I believe that the Hurricane 
Katrina catastrophe exposed the injustices you mention and I have hope that events 
in New Orleans will inspire planners, municipals officials, and elected leaders to 
conduct planning for extreme events with greater sensitivity to race, sex, income, and  
physical ability. 

LAS: You conducted your research soon after Hurricane Katrina when New Orleans 
was still closed. The images in the article are very powerful. What was the most 
difficult thing about experiencing the hurricane and flood damage first hand?

DBH: The most difficult thing—and this was unexpected for me—was to experience 
neighborhoods with vibrancy taken away because there were no people. As someone 
who studies cities, placemaking, and accessibility, it was a strange sensation to walk 
through neighborhoods that were completely devoid of residents and visitors, be 
they young or old, men or women, disabled or non-disabled, rich or poor, native or 
immigrant. It brought into focus why I began study urban phenomenon: to create 
places in which communities of diverse people can thrive and pass great things down 
to future generations.




