Editor:
While we appreciate your general sympathy to the problem that movies pose to people with hearing loss, there are some significant misconceptions in your editorial, “Movie lawsuit not needed” that deserve comment.

You state that theaters are complying with disabilities laws by making theaters physically accessible, especially to people in wheelchairs. (That’s true – and as the result of many lawsuits). But accessibility requires different things for different people. Our Washington state laws and regulations define “accessible” as being “usable or understandable,” specifically recognizing that for those with hearing loss, the barriers aren’t physical, but are just as real, and just as much in need of correction.
Here is the reality. The day your editorial was published, a hearing person could choose from 54 movies being shown commercially in King County and a total of 1,120 showings. A person with hearing loss, though, could choose from only five movies, and a total of only 17 showings, over half of them at Pacific Place.

We’d like more – something resembling adequate if not numerically equal opportunity. We don’t expect every showing of every film at every theater to be captioned (although every showing at every theater is accessible to someone in a wheelchair). But if the owners of multi-plexes (and multiple free-standing theaters) would equip a small proportion of their auditoriums to show captioned movies and rotate the films through those auditoriums, those of us who need captions would have them, and those who don’t would have non-captioned movies.

Your concern for the “struggling independent theater owners” would be well-taken, but there almost aren’t any, and those that do exist, like Majestic Bay, are not part of our lawsuit. We sued only the large corporate owners in Seattle – Regal, AMC and Landmark, which owns almost all of what used to be the independents. And in dealing with large corporations, lawsuits have one advantage that protests and boycotts can’t match – they immediately get to the desk of the person who can say “yes.” If those folks want to work with us without spending a dime on lawyers, we are ready and willing.
Finally, I want to respond to the notion that we are a “small” minority. A very recent study from Johns Hopkins University indicates that 7.8% of the adult population under 70 suffers hearing loss serious enough that it would be compensable if it occurred in a workplace setting. Between ages 50 and 59, the prevalence of hearing loss is over 15%, and between 60 and 69, the prevalence rises to over 30%. And the hearing loss isolates not only us, but also our spouses and families who stay home rather than going to the movies without us.

You may think this lawsuit isn’t about you today, but if you live into and past middle age, it will be about you.
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