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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT

NORTHERN DISTRICT OF CALIFORNIA

NATIONAL FEDERATION OF THE BLIND
OF CALIFORNIA and MICHAEL
HINGSON,

Plaintiffs,
V.

UBER TECHNOLOGIES, INC.,

Defendants.

Case No. 3:14-cv-4086

COMPLAINT FOR VIOLATIONS OF

THE AMERICANS WITH DISABILITIES

ACT, 42 U.S.C. § 12101 ef seq., THE

CALIFORNIA UNRUH CIVIL RIGHTS
ACT, CAL. C1V. CODE §§ 51 & 52, AND

THE CALIFORNIA DISABLED

PERSONS ACT, CAL. CIV. CODE §§ 54-

54.3
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INTRODUCTION

1. This action seeks to put an end to systemic civil rights violations committed by
Uber Technologies, Inc. (“Defendant”) in California against blind individuals who use guide
dogs. Plaintiff National Federation of the Blind (“NFB”) of California sues on behalf of its
members, including Plaintiff Hingson, who have been and continue to be deterred from using
Uber’s UberX taxi service because Uber has failed to ensure that blind riders with service
animals, including members of Plaintiff NFB of California, can access Uber’s taxi services.

2. Uber offers the UberX taxi service to sighted individuals in California. UberX is
highly cost-effective and widely available. Uber uses mobile software applications to arrange
rides between passengers and its fleet of UberX drivers in much the same way that a taxi
dispatch arranges rides for customers.

3. UberX drivers are refusing to transport many blind individuals who use service
animals, including members of NFB of California. For example, UberX drivers refused to
transport Jamey Gump, Jonathan Lyens, and Juanita Herrera, blind members of NFB of
California, because they use guide dogs. Further, UberX drivers across the United States are
likewise refusing to transport blind individuals, including identified UberX drivers who
repeatedly denied rides to one blind woman on twelve separate occasions, charged blind riders
cancellation fees, and abandoned blind travelers in extreme weather, all because of guide dogs.
In total, Plaintiffs are aware of more than thirty instances where drivers of UberX vehicles
refused to transport blind individuals with service animals. UberX drivers that refused to
transport these blind individuals did so after they initially agreed to transport the riders. The
UberX drivers denied the requested transportation service after the drivers had arrived and
discovered that the riders used service animals.

4. In addition, some UberX drivers seriously mishandle guide dogs or harass blind
customers with guide dogs even when they do not outright deny the provision of taxi service. For
example, Leena Dawes is blind and uses a guide dog. An UberX driver forced Ms. Dawes’ guide

dog into the closed trunk of the UberX sedan before transporting Ms. Dawes. When Ms. Dawes

NATIONAL FEDERATION OF THE BLIND OF CALIFORNIA, et al. v. UBER TECHNOLOGIES, INC.,
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realized where the driver had placed her dog, she pleaded with the driver to pull over so that she
could retrieve her dog from the trunk, but the driver refused her request. Other blind customers
with guide dogs have been yelled at by Uber drivers who are hostile toward their guide dogs.

5. Many of these blind individuals submitted written complaints to Uber concerning
the discriminatory treatment that they had experienced. However, Uber has failed to notify most
of these individuals whether Uber has thoroughly investigated their complaints, disciplined the
relevant UberX drivers, or taken any other meaningful steps to ensure that these drivers do not
continue to unlawfully discriminate against them or other individuals with service animals.
Instead, Uber representatives often respond to these complaints by denying responsibility for the
discrimination. Meanwhile, many of these blind individuals experience ongoing denials from
multiple drivers.

6. Plaintiff Hingson is blind, uses a guide dog, and is a member of NFB of
California. Mr. Hingson, a public speaker and best-selling author, travels extensively throughout
California and has traveled with a guide dog for decades. Mr. Hingson is aware of Uber’s
widespread discrimination against blind individuals with service animals, and Mr. Hingson has
refrained and continues to refrain from creating an Uber user account or otherwise using Uber’s
transportation services because he fears experiencing similar discrimination. Mr. Hingson has
been deterred from using UberX on many specific occasions where it would have been
convenient for him to use Uber’s services.

7. When Uber denies rides to blind riders with service animals, blind individuals
experience several harms. They face unexpected delays, they must arrange alternate
transportation that is sometimes more costly, and they face the degrading experience of being
denied a basic service that is available to all other paying customers.

8. In addition, Uber charges many blind riders with guide dogs cancellation fees
after UberX drivers have unlawfully denied them service. These blind riders are also often

placed in the uncomfortable position of explaining to uninformed UberX drivers that service

NATIONAL FEDERATION OF THE BLIND OF CALIFORNIA, et al. v. UBER TECHNOLOGIES, INC.,
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animals are protected by law and that blind people have the right to bring service animals into
vehicles providing taxi services.

9. Uber is violating basic equal access requirements under both the ADA and state
law by failing to implement policies and procedures that would prevent or reduce discrimination
against blind riders committed by UberX drivers. Because Uber closely monitors and tightly
controls interactions between UberX drivers and its customers, Uber can implement policies and
procedures, including policies and procedures that leverage its mobile smart phone software
applications, that would prevent or reduce discrimination committed by its drivers against blind
riders with service dogs. However, Uber insists that it is not a transportation provider and that it
is not legally obligated to take any steps to ensure that its drivers do not discriminate against
blind riders. Uber maintains this position despite the fact that the California Public Utilities
Commission ruled that Uber is a transportation provider operating the UberX taxi service.

10.  UberX and other similar taxi services are a critical transportation option for many
blind individuals in California. Due to distances between destinations and the limitations of
public transportation and paratransit, many blind persons must use taxi services to travel from
one place to another. The fact that UberX vehicles have frequently refused to transport blind
riders with service animals, and that this discrimination deters Plaintiff Hingson and other
members of Plaintiff NFB of California with service animals from using UberX, means that
members of Plaintiff NFB of California are denied full and equal access to this critical mode of
transportation.

11.  Due to the public’s widespread adoption of smart phones, Uber and other
transportation network companies are quickly supplanting traditional taxi companies and
becoming the public’s primary option for on-demand taxi services. Uber offers taxi services in
most of California’s largest cities and is quickly spreading.

12. Congress provided a clear and national mandate for the elimination of
discrimination against individuals with disabilities when it enacted the Americans with

Disabilities Act. Such discrimination includes discrimination in the provision of taxi services.
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Similarly, California state law requires full and equal access to all business establishments and
places where the public is invited, including vehicles providing taxi services.

13.  Plaintiffs NFB of California and Hingson proposed to Uber that the parties avoid
litigation and instead attempt to resolve this matter through structured negotiations, but
Defendant refused. Plaintiffs were ultimately unable to obtain a commitment by Defendant to
remedy these barriers to full and equal access.

JURISDICTION

14. This Court has subject matter jurisdiction of this action pursuant to 28 U.S.C. §
1331 and 42 U.S.C. § 12188, for Plaintiffs’ claims arising under the Americans with Disabilities
Act, 42 U.S.C. §§ 12101, et seq.

15. This Court has supplemental jurisdiction pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 1367, over
Plaintiffs’ pendent claims under the California Unruh Civil Rights Act (California Civil Code §§
51, et seq.), and the Disabled Persons Act (California Civil Code §§ 54-54.3).

VENUE

16. Venue is proper in the Northern District pursuant to 28 U.S.C. §§ 1391(b)-(c).

17.  Defendant Uber is headquartered in the Northern District of California and is
registered to do business in California. Defendant Uber does business in the Northern District of
California. Defendant operates fleets of vehicles providing taxi services in cities throughout
California, including fleets providing taxi services in the Northern District of California.

18.  Defendant is subject to personal jurisdiction in the Northern District of California.
Defendant has been and is committing the acts alleged herein in the Northern District of
California, has been and is violating the rights of consumers with disabilities in the Northern
District of California, and has been and is causing injury to consumers with disabilities in the
Northern District of California.

19.  Plaintiff NFB of California has many members who reside in the Northern
District of California. In addition, Plaintiff Hingson has experienced injury from deterrence in
the Northern District of California.

PARTIES
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20. The NFB of California is a duly organized nonprofit association of blind
Californians. It is the California State affiliate of the National Federation of the Blind. The NFB
of California’s mission is to promote the vocational, cultural, and social advancement of the
blind; to achieve the integration of the blind into society on a basis of equality with the sighted;
and to take any other action which will improve the overall condition and standard of living of
the blind. Reliable access to modern, publicly available transportation services such as UberX is
critical to the NFB of California and its members. Securing access to the UberX taxi service
advances the NFB of California’s goal to promote integration of the blind into society on a basis
of equality by enabling blind individuals to travel in the same way that many sighted individuals
travel. UberX drivers have refused to transport members of the NFB of California because they
have service animals. The NFB of California sues on behalf of its members who have been
deterred from using the UberX service due to unlawful discrimination against blind individuals
with service animals. NFB of California also sues in furtherance of its extensive efforts and
expenditure of resources in advancing its mission to improve independence of the blind.
Securing access to the UberX service advances this mission because access to the UberX service
enables blind individuals to travel more independently. Thus, discrimination against members of
NFB of California and other blind individuals who use service animals frustrates this mission of
the NFB of California and results in the diversion of its resources to address Defendant’s
discriminatory practices.

21.  Plaintiff Hingson is blind, uses a guide dog, is a member of NFB of California,
and currently resides in Victorville, California. Mr. Hingson is a public speaker and a best-
selling author who has traveled with a guide dog for decades. Mr. Hingson regularly travels and
regularly uses taxis within California for work and leisure. Mr. Hingson often travels to Los
Angeles and Sacramento in connection with his advocacy work for the National Federation of
the Blind of California. He also regularly travels to San Francisco for personal and professional
business. Though Mr. Hingson would like to use the UberX transportation service, he is deterred

from signing up for and attempting to use Uber’s transportation services because of the
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discrimination that other blind guide dog users have experienced when attempting to use the
UberX taxi service. Mr. Hingson owns and regularly uses an iPhone capable of running the Uber
iPhone application, and Mr. Hingson has a credit card that he could use to pay for the UberX taxi
service. The term “Plaintiffs” used in this complaint means both NFB of California, on behalf of
itself and its members with service animals who are deterred from using the UberX taxi service
because of discrimination against blind persons with service animals, and Mr. Hingson unless
otherwise indicated.

22.  Defendant Uber, a for-profit transportation network company based in California,
provides transportation services through thousands of vehicles in California. Uber uses smart
phone software applications to arrange rides between passengers and its fleet of drivers in much
the same way that a taxi dispatch arranges rides for customers. Uber closely monitors and
controls interactions between its drivers and customers. Uber’s customers request rides through
Uber; Uber identifies an available driver to transport each customer; Uber bills customers for
their rides in UberX vehicles; Uber provides customers with receipts; and Uber handles inquiries
and complaints from customers concerning Uber’s drivers and taxi services. Uber also controls
the financial transaction associated with each ride that UberX drivers provide to customers.

FACTUAL ALLEGATIONS

23.  Uber provides several different taxi services to members of the general public in a
rapidly expanding number of metropolitan areas across California and the United States. Uber’s
taxi services vary based on the type of vehicle providing the transportation. UberX is one of
Uber’s most cost-effective taxi services. To use Uber taxi services, a customer must create a user
account, and the customer must provide Uber with her phone number, credit card information,
and email address. Uber has developed mobile software applications for iPhones, Android
phones, and Windows phones that customers use to request transportation from Uber.

24, To use the UberX taxi service, a customer submits a request through one of
Uber’s mobile software applications. Once Uber identifies the vehicle that will provide the

customer with taxi service, Uber notifies the customer either by text message or through its smart
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