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W H E R E  T H I S  S TA R T S

The fairest object in the building
A staircase asks nothing about who you are. It works the same way for every person who walks up to it, and it turns

no one away by rule. It is also the object American disability law was built to defeat, and in more than three decades

of cases no city has ever won by pointing out that the stairs treat everybody alike.

That defense fails the moment anyone looks at it, because the stairs do not cost every person the same thing, and

the people they cost the most are the people shut out entirely.

SOURCES   Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, 42 U.S.C. § 12101 et seq.; Tennessee v. Lane, 541 U.S. 509 (2004).
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T H E  C L A I M

The same argument, a different material
The legal case that beat the staircase was never really about concrete. It was about what a barrier costs and who

pays for it. This paper takes that case, exactly as disability lawyers already win it, and points it at the camera

networks now layered over the public street.

Their barriers are made of concrete. These are made of
cameras. The statute has never asked what a barrier is made of.

SOURCES   Whaley, Martinis, Pagano, Barthol, Senzer, Williamson, and Blanck (2024); Alexander v. Choate, 469 U.S. 287 (1985).
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T H E  S H A P E  O F  T H E  A R G U M E N T

Four moves, and three of them are already settled law

1
The street is a city
program

Running streets and sidewalks is

something a city does, so disability

law applies to it.

2
The test is meaningful
access

Not whether the street is formally

open, but whether a disabled

resident can actually use it.

3
The camera layer closes
access

For a definable group, an

announced network shuts down

the one treatment that made

public space usable.

4
So the city owes a
conversation

The rules require reasonable

changes to how a program is run,

unless the change would gut it.

Only the third move is new. The rest was won on concrete years ago.

SOURCES   Barden v. City of Sacramento, 292 F.3d 1073 (9th Cir. 2002); Frame v. City of Arlington, 657 F.3d 215 (5th Cir. 2011) (en banc); Alexander v. Choate, 469 U.S. 287 (1985); 28 C.F.R. §§

35.130(b)(3), 35.130(b)(7)(i).



I

P A R T  O N E

The Ground Already Won
What disability law settled before the cameras arrived

Cities already lost the argument that a public street is not their program to run.
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S E T T L E D  G R O U N D

A sidewalk is a service the city provides
Two federal appeals courts have held that streets and sidewalks are something a city runs, which places them

squarely under the disability statute. One court refused to sort city functions into covered and uncovered piles at

all, asking only whether running the right of way is a normal thing for a government to do.

The other, sitting as a full court, grounded its answer in what a street is for: getting places safely, and the oldest

public gathering place there is. The regulations then require a city to run each of its programs so the whole thing is

usable by disabled people.

SOURCES   Barden v. City of Sacramento, 292 F.3d 1073 (9th Cir. 2002); Frame v. City of Arlington, 657 F.3d 215 (5th Cir. 2011) (en banc); 42 U.S.C. § 12132; 28 C.F.R. § 35.150(a); 28 C.F.R. §§ 35.149–

35.151.
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T H E  R E C O R D

Three decades on, the promise is still unpaid
New York, state sidewalks meeting ADA requirements 82%

New York, curb ramps meeting ADA requirements 66%

Atlanta, sidewalks usable by a wheelchair or scooter 20%

Atlanta, corners with curb ramps 30%

Atlanta signed a federal settlement in 2009 promising full and equal access to its rights of way. It then dropped a planned 40 million

dollars for sidewalk upgrades and cut 35 million dollars for curb cuts down to 5 million. Nine years after signing, residents filed a class

action. The pattern is about priority, not poverty.

SOURCES   Whaley, Martinis, Pagano, Barthol, Senzer, Williamson, and Blanck (2024); Bagenstos, S. R. (2004). The future of disability law. The Yale Law Journal, 114(1), 1.
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W H Y  T H E  A R G U M E N T  T R AV E L S

Nothing in it depends on concrete
The case needs only three things to be true. The barrier sits in the public right of way. It applies to everyone in the

same way. And it shuts a protected group out of using that right of way.

Stairs, heaved slabs, and missing ramps happen to satisfy those three in matter. The test never asked what the

barrier was made of, and Congress said as much in the statute's own findings, which list communication barriers in

the same breath as architectural ones.

SOURCES   42 U.S.C. § 12101(a)(5); Whaley, Martinis, Pagano, Barthol, Senzer, Williamson, and Blanck (2024).



PA R T  O N E 9 / 32

T H E  O L D E R  R I G H T

This right has moved before
Sixty years ago a blind law professor named the entitlement at stake: the right to live in the world, meaning the right

of a disabled person to be out in public like anyone else. He made that the measure of whether the law was any

good.

Scholars later carried the same right off the pavement entirely, into the internet, a place with no physical barriers at

all. This paper moves it once more, onto the layer of cameras now sitting above the oldest covered space there is.

SOURCES   tenBroek, J. (1966). The right to live in the world: The disabled in the law of torts. California Law Review, 54(2), 841; Areheart, B. A., & Stein, M. A. (2015). Integrating the Internet. The

George Washington Law Review, 83(2), 449–497.



II

P A R T  T W O

A Barrier Made of Cameras
What is actually on the pole, and what it says to the street

The network is built to be noticed. Being noticed is the entire product.
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S C A L E

20bn
vehicle scans a month

across more than 5,000 communities, on one vendor's network alone.

The company describes its objective as a camera network in every city

in the United States. The networks reach past police departments to

neighborhood watch groups and other private customers, so the

covered zone is stitched together from public and private pieces a

person on foot cannot tell apart.

SOURCES   American Civil Liberties Union. (2026). How to fight deployment of Flock and other mass surveillance license plate readers in your community.
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T H E  P R O P E R T Y  E V E R Y T H I N G  T U R N S  O N

A hidden camera deters no one
These systems are sold on deterrence, and deterrence only works if people know the cameras are there. So the

poles stand at eye level, the vendor advertises the size of its network in public, and residents can find the devices by

looking at them.

80,000
devices mapped by volunteers looking

at their own streets, February 2026

119,000
mapped by midsummer. The spread

brackets the true count rather than

settling it

Dozens of cities have voted the cameras down after public debate, a national opposition movement has organized, and a wave of

vandalism against the readers spread across the country in early 2026. Whatever else that record shows, it shows the network is

noticed, which is what it was built to be.

SOURCES   American Civil Liberties Union (2026); Whittaker, Z. (2026, February 23). Americans are destroying Flock surveillance cameras. TechCrunch; Fox News (2026). 119,000 Flock license plate

cameras track drivers nationwide: Map.
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W H AT  T H E  L AY E R  I S

Four features, every one of them a decision

1 Dense and networked

Cameras photograph every passing car, turn the plate into a searchable record, and pool those records across towns

into a map of where people have been.

2 Announced by design

Being seen is the product. The system has to be noticed in order to deter, so it is placed and promoted to be noticed.

3 Retentive and organizational

The camera on the pole is the front end of an institution that remembers, searches, alerts, and shares between

agencies.

4 Uniform on its face

Every car, every resident, no rule of exclusion written down anywhere, and no one turned away at the edge of the

covered zone.

SOURCES   American Civil Liberties Union (2026); Whittaker (2026); Fox News (2026).
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P A R T  T H R E E

Who It Shuts Out
A group defined by how the barrier works, not by a label

For these residents the announcement is not background noise. It is the condition itself, posted on the street

by the city.
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T H E  A F F E C T E D  G R O U P

Defined by what happens to them, not by a diagnosis
Disability law does not protect labels. It protects people whose condition seriously limits ordinary living, which is a

test about function. This paper defines the affected group the same way, by three things its members share.

Being watched is the condition

Observation or scrutiny is the actual content of

the illness, not a side issue.

Staying away is the result

Avoiding public and shared space is the

characteristic behavior it produces.

Going back out is the cure

Every evidence-based treatment works by

returning to the feared situation so the world

can prove the fear wrong.

SOURCES   Whaley, Martinis, Pagano, Barthol, Senzer, Williamson, and Blanck (2024); 42 U.S.C. § 12101 et seq.
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W H O  I S  I N  I T

Three groups, one shared mechanism

1 The paranoia spectrum

Running out to its severe end, where a person is convinced with real force that others intend serious harm. Suspicion is

common in the general public and thins gradually toward that end rather than stopping at a diagnostic wall.

2 Posttraumatic stress

Where a person keeps scanning the surroundings for signs of the feared harm, and the places already given up are the

ones treatment needs them to take back.

3 Fear of being watched or judged

Social anxiety disorder and agoraphobia, where the feared thing is an audience, or public space itself.

SOURCES   Freeman, Garety, Bebbington, Smith, Rollinson, Fowler, Kuipers, Ray, and Dunn (2005); Ehlers & Clark (2000); Clark & Wells (1995); Rapee & Heimberg (1997); American Psychiatric

Association (2022).
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H O W  M A N Y  P E O P L E

This is not a rare group

~half
of Americans meet the criteria for a mental

disorder at some point in their lives

Suspicious thoughts about what other people intend are common

in the general public rather than confined to clinics. The group

this paper describes is counted in the millions, and its sharpest

edge, where the mechanism closes public space completely, sits

at the severe end of that same spectrum.

SOURCES   Kessler, Berglund, Demler, Jin, Merikangas, and Walters (2005); Freeman, Garety, Bebbington, Smith, Rollinson, Fowler, Kuipers, Ray, and Dunn (2005).



PA R T  T H R E E 18 / 32

T H E  S H A R P E S T  E D G E

At the severe end, the street closes completely

70%+
of people arriving with a first episode of psychosis hold a belief that

someone intends to harm them

~50%
of people holding such beliefs score in the lowest 2 percent of the

population for psychological wellbeing

When a person believes harm is coming, being around other people becomes very hard, and pulling back from shared space is a

signature consequence of the belief rather than an incidental one. Hospital admission is a common outcome.

SOURCES   Freeman, D. (2016). Persecutory delusions: A cognitive perspective on understanding and treatment. The Lancet Psychiatry, 3(7), 685–692; Freeman, D., & Garety, P. (2014). Advances in

understanding and treating persecutory delusions: A review. Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemiology, 49(8), 1179–1189.
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M E A S U R E D ,  N O T  A S S U M E D

Time in the city made every measure worse
Researchers took 30 patients who held persecutory beliefs and randomly assigned them either to spend time in a

rundown urban area or to do a short mindfulness exercise. The people sent out into the street came back with more

anxiety, more negative beliefs about other people, more jumping to conclusions, and more paranoia.

Public space was already clinically loaded for this group before a single camera

went up. The announced network loads it further, on purpose, with the exact

content the severe end of the spectrum fears.

SOURCES   Ellett, L., Freeman, D., & Garety, P. A. (2008). The psychological effect of an urban environment on individuals with persecutory delusions: The Camberwell walk study. Schizophrenia

Research, 99(1–3), 77–84.
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H O W  T R E AT M E N T  W O R K S

Every path back runs through the same door
The treatments for these conditions are different protocols, but they rest on one shared move: go back into the

situation you fear, and let the world fail to deliver the harm you expect.

Therapists have a name for the active ingredient. Learning happens in the gap between what a person predicted and

what actually occurred. The bigger the mismatch, the more the fear updates. No mismatch, no new learning.

This is the single wall every treatment in the group leans on, and it needs one thing from the outside world: the

world has to be able to return an answer other than the feared one.

SOURCES   Freeman (2016); Ehlers & Clark (2000); Clark & Wells (1995); Rapee & Heimberg (1997); Foa, E. B., & Kozak, M. J. (1986). Emotional processing of fear: Exposure to corrective information.

Psychological Bulletin, 99(1), 20–35; Craske, Treanor, Conway, Zbozinek, and Vervliet (2014).
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T H E  M E C H A N I S M

Three groups, one conversion

The paranoia spectrum

The belief was that an organization is watching

and keeping records. On a covered street that

is now accurate, posted, and advertised. There

is nothing left for the world to disprove.

Posttraumatic stress

The danger cue is installed at every entrance to

the very places treatment needs the person to

reclaim. For someone whose trauma was being

followed or monitored, the city has rebuilt the

method of the original harm.

Fear of scrutiny

The imagined audience used to underperform,

and discovering that gap is how the therapy

heals. Now the audience is real, continuous,

and never forgets.

The same announcement closes the same door in three different clinical languages. A covered street is a place where the

prediction of being watched is guaranteed rather than testable, and an exercise that cannot produce a mismatch cannot produce

new learning.

SOURCES   Freeman, Garety, Bebbington, Smith, Rollinson, Fowler, Kuipers, Ray, and Dunn (2005); Freeman (2016); Ehlers & Clark (2000); Clark & Wells (1995); Rapee & Heimberg (1997); Foa & Kozak

(1986); Craske, Treanor, Conway, Zbozinek, and Vervliet (2014).
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F I F T E E N  Y E A R S  E A R LY

A patient in 2011, doing exactly what therapy asks

“There are issues with liberties and civil rights. The noises I hear could be a

sign I’m under surveillance, but they could also be hallucinations or the

neighbours.”

Participant statement recorded in the Maudsley Review Training Programme pilot, published as evidence of improved belief flexibility.

The exercise worked because in 2011 all three explanations were still live, and the street could settle which one was right. At

a 2026 neighborhood entrance, one of those explanations has a labeled pole and a marketing department.

SOURCES   Waller, H., Freeman, D., Jolley, S., Dunn, G., & Garety, P. (2011). Targeting reasoning biases in delusions: A pilot study of the Maudsley Review Training Programme for individuals with

persistent, high conviction delusions. Journal of Behavior Therapy and Experimental Psychiatry, 42(3), 414–421.
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P A R T  F O U R

Same Statute, Same Standard
Why this claim needs no new law

Every piece of the argument already exists in the books. Only the barrier is new.
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T H E  T E S T

Formally open is not the test
The Supreme Court has held that a person with a disability has to get meaningful access to what a public body

offers, and that the thing on offer cannot be described in a way that writes disabled people out of it.

The same decision refused to turn every statistical gap into an automatic case, and that limit is what disciplines this

claim. What survives is a showing that a neutral feature shuts a protected group out of the benefit itself, followed by

a request to change how the program is run. That is what the clinical mechanism supplies and what the failed claim

in that case lacked.

SOURCES   Alexander v. Choate, 469 U.S. 287 (1985); 28 C.F.R. § 35.130(b)(7)(i).
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T H E  C I T Y ' S  B E S T  M O V E ,  A N D  W H Y  I T  FA I L S

A street is not defined by its cameras
A city will answer that a watched street is simply the street it offers, so every resident receives the same thing. That

answer once worked for a state that capped hospital days, because there was no benefit standing apart from the

number of days.

Passage down a street is different. It is complete without a single camera, it was provided for a century before the

first one, and it continues unchanged in the thousands of communities that have declined or cancelled deployments.

Camera coverage is something a city does to the program while running it, adopted by policy and marketed as

administration. The rules have a category for that.

A public entity may not, “directly or through contractual or other arrangements, utilize criteria or methods of administration”

that have “the effect of subjecting qualified individuals with disabilities to discrimination on the basis of disability.”

SOURCES   28 C.F.R. § 35.130(b)(3)(i); Alexander v. Choate, 469 U.S. 287 (1985); Rehabilitation Act of 1973, 29 U.S.C. § 794.
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T H E  R E M E D Y

Between full deployment and removal there is a great deal of
room

How loudly the network announces itself,

and where the signs go

How dense the cameras are, and where they

sit in residential walking areas

How long the records are kept

Publishing coverage maps so a person can

plan a route they can actually use

Leaving areas of low enforcement value

uncovered

Reviewing placement around clinics,

housing, and daily necessities

Every one of these is a decision a city already makes and can revise, which is what the reasonable modification rule reaches. The

rejection votes of the past two years show cities treating each of them as an ordinary municipal choice.

SOURCES   28 C.F.R. § 35.130(b)(7)(i); American Civil Liberties Union (2026); Whittaker (2026).
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P A R T  F I V E

Objections and Limits
Five answers, including the one that looks strongest

The objection that seems to defeat the claim turns out to concede the fact the claim needs.
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F I V E  O B J E C T I O N S

Taken in turn

1 Everyone is surveilled

This is the staircase defense. Equal application has never answered the question the statute asks, which is what the barrier costs and to

whom.

2 The cameras are accurate, so the belief is not delusional

Answered on the next slide. In short, accuracy is how the barrier works rather than a defense to it.

3 The barrier is not physical

Congress listed communication barriers beside architectural ones in the statute's own findings, and access has always been measured

by function.

4 Removing the cameras would fundamentally alter public safety

That defense shapes the remedy. It does not decide whether a barrier exists, and it cannot stand in for the merits.

5 This proves too much

What contains it is what counts as a barrier: an adjustable policy, a documented clinical mechanism, and real foreclosure. Weather and

crowds fail all three.

SOURCES   42 U.S.C. § 12101(a)(5); 28 C.F.R. § 35.130(b)(7)(i); Alexander v. Choate, 469 U.S. 287 (1985); Cohen v. City of Culver City, 754 F.3d 690 (9th Cir. 2014); Stoycheff (2016); Penney (2022).
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T H E  O B J E C T I O N  T H AT  L O O K S  S T R O N G E S T

A true belief can still close a street
If organizations really are watching, the objection runs, then the fear is correct, and a correct belief needs no

accommodation.

A person does not leave the diagnosis behind because the surroundings start supplying accurate reasons for the

fear. What accuracy destroys is the treatment. Therapy works by letting the world return a different answer, and a

covered street returns the feared one on every trip, with the city's name attached.

The objection also concedes the fact the claim needs: the announcement is true,

it is made by the public entity, and it is received exactly as designed.

And it reaches only one of the three groups. Trauma and fear of scrutiny never depended on a false belief to begin with.

SOURCES   Freeman (2016); Waller, Freeman, Jolley, Dunn, and Garety (2011); Ehlers & Clark (2000); Clark & Wells (1995); Rapee & Heimberg (1997).
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W H AT  T H I S  PA P E R  D O E S  N O T  D O

The limits, stated plainly
It does not run the claim through the courts of appeal. Standing, class mechanics, immunity, and the defenses belong

to a companion paper, and nothing here is a litigation map.

It does not measure how many people actually stay home. That rate, and how it varies across the three groups, is an

empirical question this paper sets up and does not answer.

The camera counts are given as a range across different sources and months, which brackets the true number rather

than settling it.

The meaningful access standard is a ceiling as well as a floor, and the answer to the city's best move, though built

from the regulations themselves, has not yet been tested in a courtroom.

The novelty claim is bounded. Searches found no prior application of this standard to surveillance infrastructure, but

the searches may not have reached everywhere.

SOURCES   Alexander v. Choate, 469 U.S. 287 (1985).
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T H E  C L A I M ,  R E S TAT E D

The statute has never once asked what a barrier is made of
This extension asks for no new law. The street is already a city program. The measure is already meaningful access.

The machinery for asking a city to change how it runs something already exists, the funding hook is already

attached, and the defense that the barrier treats everyone alike already lost when it was made of stairs.

While the field spent three decades litigating obstacles made of matter, a second infrastructure was installed over

the same streets, one that announces itself on purpose and, for a group running from the paranoia spectrum

through posttraumatic hypervigilance to the fear of being watched, takes apart the clinical bridge between the

front door and the sidewalk.

All the argument asks is that the field look at the newest barrier with the eyes

it trained on the oldest one.

If you are in crisis or need someone to talk to, the 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline is available in the United States by call or text at 988.

SOURCES   Barden v. City of Sacramento, 292 F.3d 1073 (9th Cir. 2002); Frame v. City of Arlington, 657 F.3d 215 (5th Cir. 2011) (en banc); Alexander v. Choate, 469 U.S. 287 (1985); 28 C.F.R. § 35.130;

tenBroek (1966).
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