
Thank you for the opportunity to speak today to the United States Commission on Civil 
Rights on the current state of federal enforcement of civil rights in our nation.  My name 
is Curt Decker, Executive Director for the National Disability Rights Network (NDRN).   
 
NDRN is the membership organization for the nationwide network of fifty-seven 
Protection and Advocacy (P&A) and Client Assistance Program (CAP) agencies.  P&A 
and CAP agencies are in every state and territory, with a fifty-seventh agency serving 
Native Americans in the Four Corners region.   
 
P&A and CAP agencies provide legally based advocacy for people with disabilities to 
help them enforce and protect their civil and human rights, including through the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), the civil rights statute for people with disabilities.  
Collectively, the P&A and CAP Network is the largest provider of legally based 
advocacy services to people with disabilities in the United States.   
 
Civil rights without enforcement is just words on paper.  Enforcement is what ensures 
that the rights of all people are respected and implemented, especially for those who 
are disadvantaged and in the minority.  Without vigorous oversight and enforcement 
efforts led by the federal government, alongside private entitles, these rights have no 
value or meaning. 
 
The P&A and CAP Network is out there every day working to enforce the rights of 
people with disabilities, but limited funding means there are limits to the amount of help 
that can be provided.  That is why it is important to have a strong partner in the federal 
government to increase the protection of civil rights and to develop nationwide 
strategies of enforcement. Over the years, the Network and the federal government 
have worked collaboratively to ensure the protection of civil rights for people with 
disabilities in many instances. 
 
In its history of over forty years, NDRN and the P&A and CAP Network have seen a 
number of Presidential Administrations.  While some Administrations have been 
stronger than others on enforcing civil rights they all have stepped up in some form or 
another to advance protections to assure equal opportunity and freedom from 
discrimination for people with disabilities.  Though it is not uncommon for new 
Administrations to review policies, regulations and guidance from previous 
Administrations, the current Administration’s actions have taken this to an extreme level 
-- one clearly targeting rights protections for all minority populations. 
  
Let me share a couple examples of this neglect to the protection of rights that we have 
seen and know are occurring. 
 
First, the Office for Civil Rights (OCR) at the Department of Education has lost nearly 70 
staffers overall or about 11 percent of its work force.  These reductions were so drastic 
that Congress stepped in directing more money to maintaining staffing levels.  We know 
from our decades of experience, that not having adequate staffing levels just leads to 



undue delays in enforcement, and in many cases, enforcement delayed is enforcement 
denied. 
 
Second, in March, 2018, the Department of Education amended the OCR Case 
Processing Manual unilaterally and without public notice and comment. The changes 
include new provisions to mandatorily dismiss certain complaints and the elimination of 
complainants’ right to appeal OCR decisions.  It is the legal responsibility and stated 
mission of OCR to ensure equal access to education and to promote educational 
excellence through vigorous enforcement of civil rights in our nation’s schools.  By 
opting out of that mission and abdicating its responsibility, OCR is pushing the 
responsibility for civil rights enforcement onto the shoulders of students and their 
families and advocates.  
 
Third, the Trump Administration has formally taken a number of actions that will and are 
harming students of color, with no indication that the tide will turn.  Just looking at the 
summer of 2018, the Department of Education delayed previously approved regulations 
on equity for students with disabilities, rescinded guidance on the use of race in school 
admissions, and signaled its intent to rescind a package of guidance documents on 
school discipline jointly developed by the Department of Education and the Department 
of Justice.  Meanwhile, the Department of Justice rescinded key guidance documents 
that provide protections against discrimination for youth of color in the legal system. In 
explaining these actions, the Administration has left no doubt as to its intent to roll back 
civil rights protections.   
                
We have also seen a pulling back in the work of the Department of Justice’s Disability 
Rights Section.  Generally, they continue to conduct the routine bread and butter 
discrimination work they have done for years, and some of those cases include some 
with broad impact. On the other hand, there have been some investigations that have 
been closed with settlements when under prior Administrations they would have ended 
in consent decrees. 
 
Again, I appreciate the opportunity today to address you on this important topic.  Rest 
assured, NDRN and the P&A and CAP Network will continue our push for vigorous 
enforcement of all people’s civil and human rights.  We do so knowing that inadequate 
enforcement of these civil rights just leads to the segregation and abuse of those in the 
minority, rather than the inclusion and safety of all. 
 
Thank you. 
 
 


