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New Yorkers filed more than 32,000
grievances to challenge health coverage
denials in 2023 amid mounting con-
cerns about the skyrocketing cost of
medical care, drugs and insurance pre-
miums, the most recent state data
show.

That grievance total was the second-
highest tally since 2016, according to a
USA TODAY Network analysis, suggest-
ing current economic conditions and
corporate policies are fueling more
clashes over insurance coverage. It fol-
lowed a historic spike in grievances filed
in 2022, when challenges topped
40,000 – an increase of more than 46%
from the average number filed per year.

The rise in New Yorkers fighting

health insurance denials underscored
growing anger and frustration national-
ly with the industry. That discontent
was laid bare in December after the bra-
zen killing of UnitedHealthcare CEO Bri-
an Thompson unleashed social media
scorn at his company and a U.S. health
insurance industry that serves as gate-
keeper to the nation’s $4.5 trillion
health care system.

Details of those grievances, as well as

thousands of other health coverage
complaints, also offered key insights to
New York consumers into potential sys-
temic issues at health plans.

The complaint data becomes in-
creasingly valuable as insurance premi-
um rates in New York on average have
increased by double-digit percentages
in recent years, raising the stakes.

NY health insurance denials spark 32K grievances in ’23
David Robinson
New York State Team

USA TODAY NETWORK

See DENIALS, Page 4A

A judge in Rensselaer County tried
to skirt jury duty with an acknowledg-
ment that he thinks the defendants
who appear before him are all guilty.
He’s no longer on the bench.

Nor is the judge in Erie County who
has left the bench for a second time.
He was at the center of a strange
ticket-fixing scandal over a decade ago
involving an individual posing as a de-
fendant.

And there is the judge in Steuben
County also now exiting the bench af-
ter driving drunk.

In all, it’s been a bad week for judges
in New York. The Commission on Judi-
cial Conduct, the state’s judicial inves-
tigative watchdog, this week an-
nounced the results of the three sep-
arate investigations, all ending with
the judges giving up their black robes
and gavels.

‘I know they’re guilty’

In late 2023, Richard Snyder, the
judge in the Rensselaer town of Peters-
burgh, was among a group of prospec-
tive grand jurors. In a private recorded
conversation with the presiding judge,
Snyder, who is not a lawyer, tried to get
himself exempted from the grand jury
proceedings.

He was advised that judges aren’t
exempt from jury service. That’s
when, the transcript shows, Snyder
went on to explain that he thinks the
defendants who come before him are
surely guilty of something.

“I know everybody come in front of
me, I know they are guilty,” he said.
“They would not be in front of me.”

He continued, commenting that
those with speeding tickets before him
surely did something wrong. He said
he acknowledged that defendants
were expected to be innocent until
proven guilty.

“It is bad enough that a judge would
seek to avoid such a fundamental civic
responsibility as jury service,” Com-
mission on Judicial Conduct Adminis-
trator Robert Tembeckjian said. “It is
astounding that the judge would claim 

3 NY judges
quit amid
probes on
misconduct
State judicial watchdog
announces findings

Gary Craig
Rochester Democrat and Chronicle

USA TODAY NETWORK

See JUDGES, Page 4A

As divers searched the Potomac River
for bodies from the collision of a pas-
senger jet and a military helicopter,
President Donald Trump blamed the
Federal Aviation Administration’s di-
versity policies and hiring of disabled
Americans. 

In a news conference about the worst
air crash in the United States in two dec-
ades, Trump claimed the agency was
“actively recruiting workers who suffer
severe intellectual disabilities and psy-
chiatric problems and other mental and
physical conditions under diversity and
inclusion hiring initiatives.”

The remarks, made without evi-
dence, touched off anxiety and frustra-
tion among federal employees with dis-
abilities, many of them military veter-
ans, who spoke with USA TODAY on the
condition of anonymity for fear of retali-
ation.

Eighteen people from agencies
across the federal government and
around the U.S. said that Trump’s re-
marks are a troubling sign that his ad-
ministration does not share the federal
government’s longstanding commit-
ment to remove discriminatory barriers
and give people with disabilities an
equal crack at federal jobs for which
they are qualified.

“Blaming disabled individuals for a
plane crash speaks to a mentality of not
believing disabled people are suited to
valuable work,” a disabled National Park
Service staffer said.

In a push to establish what the presi-
dent calls a “colorblind and merit-
based” society, the White House said it
is targeting federal hiring practices
compromised by the Biden administra-
tion’s “woke” diversity, equity and in-
clusion policies.

Hiring and promotion decisions
should be based on merit and not on
disability or other “DEI-related factors
that favor some Americans over others,”
the White House told USA TODAY. 

In a news conference, President Donald Trump claimed without evidence that the FAA was “actively recruiting workers
who suffer severe intellectual disabilities and psychiatric problems and other mental and physical conditions under
diversity and inclusion hiring initiatives.” CHIP SOMODEVILLA/GETTY IMAGES FILE

Disabled workers fear for
jobs after Trump remarks
President puts blame 
on DEI without evidence 

Jessica Guynn
USA TODAY

“I am really worried that

we will see huge losses in

employment opportunities

for people with disabilities

and that we will see many

employees with disabilities

essentially be forced to

leave their jobs.”
Maria Town
American Association of People with Disabilities
president and CEO 

Inside
h DOGE sets its sights on U.S.
Department of Education. 7A

h Trump, Netanyahu view Gaza’s
future similarly. 7A

See TRUMP, Page 6A
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number of Americans
with a disability has in-
creased. More than 1 in 4
American adults has a
disability, government
data shows. 

“I am really worried
that we will see huge
losses in employment op-
portunities for people
with disabilities and that
we will see many employ-
ees with disabilities es-
sentially be forced to
leave their jobs because
the accommodations that
have allowed them to be
successful are no longer
in place,” Town said. 

Worry over loss
of remote work

One of the main ac-
commodations under
threat is a flexible tele-
commuting policy. Em-
ployment rates for dis-
abled Americans soared
during the COVID-19 pan-
demic as remote work be-
came more common. 

Federal employees
with disabilities who rely
on flexible work arrange-
ments to perform their
duties say they are
alarmed by Trump’s
threat to terminate any
federal employee who
doesn’t return to the of-
fice. 

They say working from
home helps them manage

“President Trump is a
leader for all Americans,”
the White House said in a
statement. “The Trump-
Vance administration
values the contributions
of government employ-
ees with disabilities and
believes they should be
recognized and rewarded
based on the merit of the
work.”

Like elsewhere in the
federal government, dis-
abled employees at the
FAA undergo the same
medical, security and ap-
titude screening as any-
one else, a disabled FAA
employee said.

He and other federal
employees told USA TO-
DAY that federal job stan-
dards for people with dis-
abilities are based on
merit. In fact, they say
military veterans and dis-
abled employees often
have to work harder to
prove their worth.

“People look at us as
not being able,” said an
employee of the Environ-
mental Protection Agen-
cy who is hearing im-
paired. “Nobody wants to
feel less than. For some-
body to make us feel like
that, especially the presi-
dent, the guy whose pic-
ture I see on the wall ev-
ery day, it’s a kick in the
teeth.”

Some disabled em-
ployees in the federal
government agree with
the president, according
to one visually impaired
veteran who responded
to USA TODAY on Reddit.

“I didn’t use veterans
preference to apply, I got
my job based on merit.
Non-discrimination is
important,” the veteran
wrote. “There’s lots of us
who feel that way, we’re
just not screaming about
it.”

‘Huge’ losses in
opportunities feared

For decades, the feder-
al government has prided

itself as a model employ-
er of disabled Americans
who have historically
faced high rates of unem-
ployment and high levels
of on-the-job discrimina-
tion, from bias in the hir-
ing process to inaccessi-
ble work environments.

Previous presidents
have prioritized hiring
disabled Americans and
military veterans, help-
ing qualified workers
land jobs they might not
have. 

About 9.4% of the fed-
eral workforce identified
as disabled in 2022,
though a large percentage
of the federal workforce
did not identify their dis-
ability status and some
estimates put that num-
ber higher. 

“I have worked at sev-
eral agencies, and I have
always been impressed
by the number of people
with disabilities who
work there and they do
excellent jobs. They ex-
ceed expectations. They
are able to move into
fields that would have
been very difficult on the
outside because of preju-
dices within the system,”
said one disabled scien-
tist who works for the
FDA. “If those opportuni-
ties go away, I don’t think
they will ever come back,
and they certainly won’t
be matched by the private
sector.”

Federal employees and
disability advocates warn
the damage has already
begun.

One disabled Navy
veteran who works for
the Department of
Homeland Security said
some veterans have al-
ready stopped applying
for federal jobs. 

If the government ca-
reer path that helps dis-
abled Americans find sta-
ble employment and lead
independent lives be-
comes inaccessible, more
Americans will suffer,
said Maria Town, presi-
dent and CEO of the
American Association of
People with Disabilities. 

As the U.S. population
has grown and aged, the

stress and chronic condi-
tions and adjust their of-
fice environment to their
disability such as using
non-fluorescent lights or
having privacy to manage
medical needs. They also
avoid commutes on pub-
lic transportation or driv-
ing that can exacerbate
health problems. 

A former Army combat
medic said he is afraid he
will lose his job with the
Department of Veterans
Affairs that allows him to
care for his fellow soldiers
and his own family. The
VA employee says he suf-
fers from PTSD from
serving in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan, which makes
it impossible for him to
work in the office.

“From the start of my
career in the VA, I have
met and exceeded expec-
tations in providing ser-
vices to veterans,” he
said. “All of the sudden
with the change of ad-
ministration, I feel our
hard work is being invali-
dated and demonized.”

A recent report from
the Office of Personnel
Management, which
oversees the federal civil-
ian workforce, found that
remote work – full-time
work outside the office –
helped increase employ-
ment opportunities for
14,000 disabled workers.

pervisor who works for
the Department of
Homeland Security.

Anxiety strikes
disabled workers 
on probation

That stress was com-
pounded when the Office
of Personnel Manage-
ment directed agency
heads to turn over a list of
staffers who are on pro-
bation.

On that list are em-
ployees hired through
Schedule A, a hiring au-
thority federal agencies
use to expedite the hiring
process and tap into a di-
verse talent pool includ-
ing veterans and other
workers with disabilities. 

Schedule A employees
have a two-year proba-
tionary period in which
they are at-will employ-
ees with fewer civil ser-
vice protections, twice as
long as other federal em-
ployees, to make sure
they are a good fit for the
position.

One disabled Forest
Service employee hired
under Schedule A after
years of seasonal work
said she is five months
from becoming a career
federal employee. Others
in her office are in the
same boat and stress lev-
els, she said, are “off the
charts.” 

She said she and her
colleagues – many of
them first responders in
natural disasters like
wildfires – work for low
wages because they feel a
calling to protect Ameri-
cans and the nation’s
public lands. Now they
are terrified they will lose
their jobs through no
fault of their own.

“It’s horrible that the
most vulnerable – veter-
ans and people who are
disabled – are being tar-
geted,” she said. “People
are having panic attacks.
They are extremely fear-
ful and anxious. We are
just trying to block it all
out and get our work done
because we are dedicat-
ed.” 

Disabled federal em-
ployees insist this is not a
partisan issue. Like many
Americans, they wel-
come reforms to make the
government more effi-
cient and accountable to
taxpayers. But they said
firing disabled employees
won’t accomplish that
goal. 

A disabled employee
at the Interior Depart-
ment told USA TODAY he
has dedicated most of his
professional life to public
service. Now he wonders
if it was all a waste.

“This is not a Demo-
cratic or Republican is-
sue. This is a moral issue,”
he said. “You do not tar-
get people with disabili-
ties.”

Contributing: Jayme
Fraser, USA TODAY

Telework – a hybrid situ-
ation – helped increase
employment opportuni-
ties for 131,000 disabled
workers. 

Some disabled staffers
already had reasonable
accommodations to work
from home. Others told
USA TODAY they are
scrambling to file re-
quests. 

The Americans with
Disabilities Act requires
employers provide rea-
sonable accommoda-
tions to employees with
qualifying disabilities.
Those accommodations
can include screen read-
ers or magnification tools
for visually impaired
workers or more accessi-
ble desks for workers in
wheelchairs.

The process to qualify
for a reasonable accom-
modation was already
lengthy and challenging,
federal employees say.
Some worry that requests
will not be granted in the
current political climate
or that they will be target-
ed simply for making the
request.

“I have employees who
are frankly scared to even
ask for a reasonable ac-
commodation based on a
disability because they
fear they will be flagged
for that in a negative
way,” said a disabled su-

Trump
Continued from Page 1A

Eighteen federal employees said that President Donald Trump’s remarks are a troubling sign that his
administration does not share the government’s longstanding commitment to remove discriminatory
barriers for people with disabilities. CHIP SOMODEVILLA/GETTY IMAGES FILE 


