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Figure 1: Patriot on the left; The Rig on the right.
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Background

Great Camp Santanoni in the Town of Newcomb, Essex County, is a 32-acre historic
area consisting of three compounds (the Gate Lodge Complex, the Farm Complex, and
the Great Camp Complex) connected by a five-mile unpaved, single-lane carriage road.
DEC’s management of the Great Camp is governed by a 2016 Unit Management Plan
(UMP), which provides that no public motor vehicle use is allowed on the carriage road
beyond the Gate Lodge complex, and that administrative use of the road will be limited
to uses otherwise permitted by the Wild Forest land classification in the Adirondack Park
State Land Master Plan (SLMP).

In a 2001 settlement agreement, DEC agreed to expand access for persons with
disabilities to programs in the Forest Preserve, including to Great Camp Santanoni. At
the Great Camp Complex, DEC constructed mounting platforms for equestrians;
accessible privies; and a ramp to and an accessible picnic table on the porch of the
Great Camp. DEC also contracted with a horse and wagon vendor to provide free
wagon rides from the Gate Lodge Complex to the Great Camp Complex for persons
with disabilities.

The wagon service was convenient for some, but other persons with disabilities
reported that the vendor’s wagon could not accommodate their needs. In an effort to
improve the accessibility of the wagon service, DEC purchased a purpose-built
accessible wagon and made other upgrades at the Gate Lodge and Great Camp
complexes in 2023. After delivery of the new wagon, DEC’s wagon vendor opted not to
use the wagon and to forgo its contract with the State. Beginning in 2024, the vendor
provided paid wagon rides using its own wagon under a permit from DEC. In response
to DEC’s 2024 Request for Information, no other horse-and-wagon vendors expressed
interest in pulling the accessible wagon.

Although DEC has satisfied its obligations under the 2001 settlement agreement, DEC
renewed its commitment in the 2016 UMP to provide access for persons with disabilities
to the Great Camp Complex at no cost to them by contract with a wagon vendor or
procurement of similar services. DEC remains willing to contract for accessible wagon
service should a suitable vendor come forward. Until then, DEC is exploring alternatives
that comply with the federal Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), the SLMP, and the
UMP.

2024 Electric Wheelchair Pilot Program

One alternative that DEC implemented in 2024 was an electric wheelchair pilot program
during the summer and fall. Persons with disabilities who certified that they could not
otherwise walk or bicycle the ten-mile round trip from the Gate House Complex to the
Great Camp Complex could reserve and use an electric wheelchair for free. Participants
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could choose from two models: a Golden Technologies ‘Patriot’ scooter and a Not A
Wheelchair ‘The Rig’, shown in Figure 1, pg. 2.

DEC accepted reservations on Fridays, Saturdays, Sundays, and two holiday Mondays
on alternating weeks between July 19 and October 14, 2024. In total, the electric
wheelchairs were available on 24 days in 2024. DEC limited reservations to one per day
so that users could choose either wheelchair after testing both in the Gate Lodge
Complex parking lot.

Summary of participation

All eligible persons who participated in this pilot program travelled with
companions and, in two cases, reservations were made for two eligible persons
in the same group. Five reservations were completed during the pilot period. Two
groups cancelled their reservations for personal reasons. Due to inclement
weather, DEC had to reschedule one reservation and cancel two more that could
not be rescheduled before the pilot program ended in mid-October.

Although users were able to travel to and from the Great Camp with both
wheelchairs, there were some mechanical issues with The Rig: in one instance
the chain sprocket came loose and on another the battery overheated on a hot
day when the wheelchair was in the wrong gear. DEC staff assisted users in both
instances to return to the Gate Lodge Complex using the Patriot wheelchair. Staff
repaired The Rig after conferring with the manufacturer and thereafter performed
additional mechanical checks before each reservation. Staff also provided
guidance to users to avoid battery overheating.

User feedback

Four of the five groups provided written feedback to DEC. Three reported an
excellent overall experience. One user reported difficulty with transfer to The Rig,
but an overall good experience. All four indicated that the electric wheelchairs
generally met their needs, although three of the four indicated the wheelchairs
“‘were not an ideal match.” One user noted that the route to the wheelchair
loading area from the accessible parking spots is not improved to accessibility
standards, and that posts in the access aisle adjacent to the accessible parking
spots are impeding access.

Electric wheelchair models

Most users expressed a preference for The Rig, noting that it felt more stable and
that its larger diameter wheels were better suited for the rough roadway. The
mechanical issues encountered with The Rig on two trips were addressed
through repairs and added checks at the beginning of each reservation.

Because of its recumbent design and side-mounted steering levers, some users
reported that The Rig was difficult to get into without assistance. While The Rig is
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better suited to the carriage road, it is too wide to fit narrow doorways at the
Great Camp Complex and its wide turning radius made The Rig more difficult to
navigate on the Camp’s covered porches. The Rig can carry a manual
wheelchair so users can transfer to another device to navigate around the Camp
complex more easily.

The Patriot is narrower and has a tighter turning radius, so it is better able to
navigate the Camp’s porches and indoor areas. However, users reported that its
smaller tires were not as well-suited for the carriage road and that the Patriot felt
somewhat top-heavy compared to The Rig.

Neither wheelchair is rated for use in wet conditions, so DEC had to monitor
weather reports and, in three cases, cancel or reschedule reservations when
storms were predicted. Both wheelchairs require a degree of upper-body strength
to maneuver, which one user reported was tiring over the distance of the round
trip.

Staffing

The pilot program highlighted the need for dedicated staffing if DEC were to
continue the electric wheelchair program on a long-term basis. During the pilot,
staff responsibilities included:

e Emailing and calling program participants to answer questions, make
reservations, and monitor the weather and notify participants of weather-
related cancellations

e Arranging for storage, maintenance, cleaning, and charging of the
wheelchairs between reservations

e Meeting participants at the Gate Lodge Complex in the morning to provide
an orientation on use of the wheelchairs and checking in the wheelchairs
on their return

e Being on call to assist with wheelchair malfunctions and other unexpected
events.

Few DEC staff work on weekends or holidays other than those assigned to
seasonal campgrounds, and those staff have limited availability because
weekends and holidays are the busiest times for campground operations. DEC
also does not have a regular staff presence at Great Camp Santanoni and the
facility is distant from other staffed DEC facilities. The travel times to and from the
Camp added to staff time commitments during the pilot.

Continuing the electric wheelchair program would require dedicating at least one
staff person or contractor for the duration of the program to manage reservations
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and user communications, wheelchair maintenance, wheelchair check-out and
check-in, and user orientation and assistance at the Great Camp.

Dates

As noted above, the pilot program ran from mid-July through mid-October.
Although both wheelchairs were available on Fridays, the only Friday reservation
made during the pilot was cancelled by the user. Reservations made during the
pilot appear to show a clear preference for weekend availability.

No users reserved the wheelchairs before mid-August. It is unclear from the pilot
program whether there would be public demand earlier in the season. However,
variable conditions on the carriage road such as late snow, washouts that require
roadway repairs, and fallen trees, have prevented access until late May in
previous seasons, so it is unlikely that DEC could commit to make this program
available before early June in any event.

APA Consultation

While the electric wheelchair pilot program was underway, DEC also consulted with the
Adirondack Park Agency (APA) whether different options for access to the Great Camp
Complex along the carriage road would be consistent with the legal constraints in the
UMP. In response to initial feedback from a pilot program user, DEC specifically asked
whether a wheelchair-accessible golf cart (such as the model shown in Figure 2) or a
similar device that meets the federal definition of an Other Power-Driven Mobility Device
(OPDMD) at 28 CFR 35.104 could be operated on the carriage road under these
conditions:

(i) the device or vehicle would be operated by DEC staff or by agents or
contractors of DEC under a legal agreement;

(i) the services would be offered on a limited basis, i.e., between May and
October and no more than one trip per day;

(iii)  the service would be free, but limited to persons with disabilities and a
companion; and

(iv)  DEC, its agents or contractors would continue to comply with Commissioner
Policy 17: Administrative Use of Motor Vehicles and Aircraft in the Forest
Preserve and the UMP for purposes of planning and recording such access:

APA staff determined that the UMP would allow for such use of an OPDMD like a
wheelchair-accessible golf cart. However, procuring a tractor to haul the custom-built
accessible wagon or contracting with a vendor to provide wheelchair-accessible van
transportation for persons with disabilities were both deemed inconsistent with the
current UMP.
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Figure 2: Golf cart with accessible features.

Invitation for Public Comment

DEC invites public comment on the following options for improving access to Great
Camp Santanoni for persons with disabilities.

1. Should the electric wheelchair program be continued? If so, are there
changes DEC should make to the program such as considering alternative
electric wheelchairs, expanding the hours or dates of availability, or changing
the reservation system?

2. Should DEC procure and operate an OPDMD that could accommodate a
wider range of persons with disabilities? Would an accessible golf cart such
as the device pictured in Figure 2 be suitable for persons for whom the
devices offered as part of the pilot program are not an option for them to visit
the Great Camp? Are there other devices that meet the federal OPDMD
definition that DEC should consider?

How to Submit Comments
Please submit written comments by email to

comments.SantanoniAccess2025@dec.ny.gov or by mail to: Benjamin Thomas,
Supervising Forester, 232 Golf Course Rd, Warrensburg, NY 12885.

Comments should be emailed or postmarked by July 28.
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