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Because most Community Action Agencies 
(CAAs) operate as social service centers, they 
are typically viewed as a “place[s] of public 
accommodation” under the Americans with 
Disabilities Act (ADA).1 This means that they 
cannot discriminate against individuals who 
are seeking services or benefits from the CAA 
on the basis of a disability.  Rather, the CAA 
has an obligation to ensure the full and equal 
enjoyment of the goods, services, facilities, 
privileges or advantages that are being offered 
to other clients.2 Providing accommodations 
such as “auxiliary” aids and services is required 
under the ADA unless the service provider 
can demonstrate that such assistance would 
fundamentally alter the nature of the services 
offered or would result in an undue burden, 
such as a significant difficulty or expense.

A recent lawsuit filed by the U.S. Department 
of Justice (DOJ) against a nonprofit hospital 
helps shed some light on a nonprofit’s 
obligations under the ADA as a “place of 
public accommodation.” In the case, the DOJ 
alleged that the nonprofit hospital as a “place 
of public accommodation” violated the ADA by 
failing to provide a sign language interpreter 
to a patient with a hearing impairment who 
repeatedly requested one. DOJ and the 
nonprofit hospital settled the lawsuit and, in 
doing so, the nonprofit hospital agreed (among 
other things) to provide to deaf or hard-of-
hearing patients auxiliary aids and services 
free of charge.  The hospital also agreed to post 
notices of their effective-communication policy, 
provide ADA training to its staff, appoint an ADA 
administrator, and pay a $70,000 fine to the 
patient.

The settlement, while not binding, is 
informative because it indicates the trend 
in government enforcement to ensure that 
a “place of public accommodation” enables 
equal access by individuals with disabilities 
to benefits and services provided.  For more 
information about this settlement and what it 
may mean for other nonprofit service providers, 
like CAAs, see the legal alert from the law firm 

Ballard & Spahr, LLP.

It is important to note that, as recipients 
of federal grants, CAAs are also required 
to  comply with Section 504 of the Federal 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Section 504).  
Section 504 requires grantees to ensure that 
individuals with disabilities enjoy the same 
opportunity as others to receive benefits from 
and participate in CAA programs funded with 
HHS grants. A 2013 CAPLAW newsletter article 
discusses ways in which a CAA can meet its 
obligations under Section 504. Also, links 
to resources specifically addressing serving 
individuals with disabilities are available 
on CAPLAW’s serving diverse populations 
webpage. 

Endnotes
1 42 U.S.C. § 12181(7)(K). 
2 42 U.S.C. § 12182(a).
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