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655 BROADWAY, SUITE 775, DENVER, COLORADO 80203
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Contact: Kevin Williams (303) 809-6706 (cell)

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

Oops they did it again...
Ellie Caulkins Opera House not Accessible to Wheelchair Users

Denver, Colorado – Disability advocates are furious about the inaccessibility of the
newly renovated Ellie Caulkins Opera House.  While billed as one of the top opera houses in the
world, the experience is far from the best for wheelchair users.  

After demolishing the interior of the Quigg Newton Municipal Auditorium to create the
“Ellie,” the City and County of Denver completely redesigned and reconstructed the facility.  It
is a beautiful building with many great comforts for everyone except people who use
wheelchairs.                

Rather than designing access to the orchestra level via a ramp or elevator, the City
installed a lift.  This requires people who use wheelchairs to cram their wheelchairs into a tiny,
enclosed space that is, in many cases, not useable independently.  Non-disabled patrons enter the
orchestra level via lavish stair cases with ornate finishes.  People who use wheelchairs must hope
they can find the isolated alcove where the tiny lift is located and take the lengthy,
claustrophobic trip to the orchestra level.

While on an “ABLE Tour,” the acronym standing for “Accessibility for Ballet Lovers
and Enthusiasts,” sponsored by the Colorado Ballet, the one wheelchair user who attempted to
use the lift to the floor orchestra level seats got stuck in the lift when it malfunctioned. 

 “Not only was the lift small, dark and cramped, but it was extremely slow and required
an intricate series of steps to operate,” said Carrie Lucas, a CCDC member who was trying to
scout out accessible seating locations to purchase season ballet tickets for her family. “If you
pushed the button to select a level too soon, it started over.  If you waited too long, it started
over.  It took more than 10 minutes just to go down to the orchestra level.”

“We are appalled at the lack of access in this essentially brand new facility,” said Kevin
Williams, CCDC’s Legal Program Director.  “It is difficult to understand in a City once dubbed
‘the most accessible city in the nation,’ with an active disability rights community, and when
CCDC has raised numerous complaints to the City about accessibility and even sued the City
over accessibility, that the City would now fail to even comply with the minimum requirements
of the Americans with Disabilities Act.”



Page 2 of  2

The accessibility problems are not limited to the lift.  All of the wheelchair seating
locations in the floor level sit on a slope, making it impossible for most wheelchair users to sit
there.  On other levels, where wheelchair seating locations do exist, they are filled with
“removable” seats that are in fact bolted to the ground and thus very difficult and time-
consuming to remove.  Participants on the ABLE tour were told wheelchair users must purchase
tickets at least 48 hours in advance, afterwards, the “removable” seats cannot be removed. 
While able-bodied ballet and opera lovers can purchase tickets on the day of the performance
(sometimes at a discount) wheelchair users are unable to do so.  Wheelchair users similarly will
be unable to take advantage of a last minute gift of a ticket from a friend who is unable to use
their ticket.  

Further complicating access at the Ellie is that, Ellie operators have no idea how many
accessible seats the opera house has or where they are located.  Ellie staffers and ticket sales
personnel are unable to determine how to sell these seats. As a result, at this time, wheelchair
users are unable to purchase seats in the center orchestra for the Colorado Ballet production of
Sleeping Beauty that opens next week.  

“It is shameful that the City betrayed Denver taxpayers by constructing this beautiful
Opera House without minimal access,” said Julie Reiskin, CCDC’s Executive Director.  “This is
a lawsuit waiting to happen, and despite years of advocacy by CCDC and other disability rights
groups, the City still cannot follow long established wheelchair access standards.”

CCDC is a non-profit, disability rights organization representing over 3,000 people with
disabilities, friends and family members statewide. CCDC’s mission is to promote
independence, self-reliance, and full participation for people with all types of disabilities.   A
copy of CCDC’s demand letter sent to the Denver City attorney is attached for your reference. 
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