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ADA regulation means pool changes; All 
public pools must have chairlifts in place 
by Jan. 31 |

Sarah Romish, assistant manager at Juniper 
Swim and Fitness, demonstrates one of the 
club’s three approved aquatic lifts at the pool.  

Pete Erickson / The Bulletin

Swimming is Ben Hill’s exercise of choice. Water 
aerobics get your heart pumping, use every muscle 
in the body and are the best way to cool down on a 
hot Central Oregon day, he said.

But Hill, of Bend, does not swim often. Getting in 
and out of pools isn’t easy without accessible options 
like chairlifts. The 35-year-old was born with spina 
bifida, a defect that leaves an opening between the 
spinal cord and backbone. He’s used a wheelchair 
since middle school.

“There’s been times I’ve gone to a pool with a bunch 
of people and I can’t use it,” said Hill, who has a long 
history of wheelchair-racing, basketball and tennis. 
“It makes me feel not normal, like I’m not part of 
the normal crowd just because of my disability, and 
it’s not my fault.”

This may be the last summer swimming season Hill 
faces this predicament.

An Americans with Disabilities Act mandate re-
quires all existing public and commercially acces-
sible swimming pools, wading pools and spas — 
from community centers to hotels — to offer patrons 
permanently fixed chairlifts or ramps at each body 
of water by Jan. 31. The regulation does not apply to 
homeowners associations and private clubs.

These changes have been a long time coming.

President Barack Obama announced the revised 
ADA regulations on the act’s 20th anniversary in July 
2010. The U.S. Department of Justice set a deadline 
for compliance of March 15, 2012, but the deadline 
was extended twice: first to May 15, then to Jan. 31, 
2013.

Representatives of area community pools say it’s 
unclear how the law applies to their facilities and 
whether their existing equipment already meets 
ADA standards. Juniper Swim & Fitness Center in 
Bend and the Madras Aquatic Center currently ope-
rate portable lifts that can be moved as needed from 
pool to pool. The Cascades Swim Center in Redmond 
installed a permanent lift earlier this year.

Jessica Rowan, the aquatics director at Cascades, 
said the new lift, which cost $6,340, has been used 
daily since it was installed. The mechanism gives 
people more independence and dignity getting into 
the water themselves because it is self-operable with 
a remote control, whereas the portable lift requires 
more assistance from staff.

Most people who come in for adaptive physical edu-
cation still use the portable lift, Rowan said, which 
is better suited for people unable to sit upright in 
the permanent lift because of advanced spinal cord 
disabilities.

Matt Mercer, the director of recreation at Juniper 
Swim & Fitness Center in Bend, said the Bend Park & 
Recreation District will purchase lifts but is waiting 
for the DOJ’s interpretation of the law. Specific de-
tails about where to place the lifts based on the depth 
of the water are questionable, as well as what types 
of lifts are ADA-compliant, he said.
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“The devil is always in the details,” Mercer said. 
“They’ve tried to be clear, and we’ve created such 
specific scenarios, but there are situations that fall 
out of that, like the pool being too shallow or the 
pool being too deep.”

Bobby DeRoest, manager of the Madras Aquatic 
Center, also said his team is researching how ap-
plicable the mandate is to their facility. DeRoest said 
the center currently operates an $8,000 portable 
lift that is more than adequate for its three pools.

“When this really comes down (the) pipeline, I’m 
hoping what we have will be suitable to meet the 
needs,” DeRoest said. “If we’re forced to change what 
we already have, we’d probably go away from the 
movable, portable lift system and just grind some 
holes into the deck to have a more stationary lift, 
which is not something I really want to do.”

DeRoest said the current lift is used only a handful 
of times each year.

According to a May 21 publication in the Federal 
Register, the DOJ received approximately 1,915 pu-
blic comments about the recent extension. Approxi-
mately 1,420 commenters supported the extension 
and 495 opposed it.

Many pool owner-operators worried about needing 
to close their pools before the start of the swimming 
season if their lifts were not installed by May 15, so 
the department decided more time was necessary 
to address misunderstandings about the regulation.

Many owner-operators reported having trouble 
meeting the deadline for budgetary reasons, as a 
single pool lift can cost upwards of $6,000. But ad-
vocates for the disabled said the entities had plenty 
of time to prepare as the revision was adopted two 
years ago.

In an email, DOJ press assistant Mitchell Rivard 
wrote that businesses do not have to report their 
compliance to the department or any federal agen-
cies. Rather, enforcement is accomplished through 
legal complaints or by people filing complaints with 
the DOJ. The department may investigate or initiate 
a compliance review.

If the department investigates and cannot reach 
voluntary compliance, the department may file a 
lawsuit. In a DOJ investigation, a first violation can 
cost up to $55,000 in damages and civil penalties 
and $110,000 for subsequent violations.

And for Hill, choosing where to swim or vacation 
based on whether there’s an accessible chairlift will 
be a thing of the past.

“It makes me feel so much better to get into the 
equipment (the facilities) have: pools, the weight 
room, the shower,” he said. “It makes me want to 
go back to that place and tell people, ‘This place is 
great.’ ”
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