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• Lead Scientist at SLAC and Kipac (Stanford). “Dark 
Matter Data Wrangler”. Deputy operations manager 
for the LZ Dark Matter experiment (Software and 
Computing); science operations lead for Fermi-LAT.

• Born in Italy, educated in Italy and France. I moved to 
the USA in 2006 and became a citizen a week ago 

• Founding chair and current member of the DPF Ethics 
Advisory Committee (accessibility advocacy etc.)

• Skeletal Dysplasia diagnosis: very short stature; 
severely limited mobility; 13 surgeries and counting. 

A bit of context about your presenter
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• Skeletal Dysplasia diagnosis: very short stature; 
severely limited mobility; 13 surgeries and counting. 

• I can usually walk unassisted but occasionally need to 
rely on a cane/walker. I really don’t do well with stairs
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• Lead Scientist at SLAC and Kipac (Stanford). “Dark 
Matter Data Wrangler”. Deputy operations manager 
for the LZ Dark Matter experiment (Software and 
Computing); science operations lead for Fermi-LAT.

• Born in Italy, educated in Italy and France. I moved to 
the USA in 2006 and became a citizen a week ago 

• Founding chair and current member of the DPF Ethics 
Advisory Committee (accessibility advocacy etc.)

• Skeletal Dysplasia diagnosis: very short stature; 
severely limited mobility; 13 surgeries and counting. 

• I am a software/computing/ML expert, but can be 
deployed as “confined space specialist” in a pinch.

A bit of context about your presenter
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Why should HEP care about accessibility?

• All humans experience “disability” in the first 
couple years of their lives (they cannot walk, 
talk, eat or get dressed on their own, etc.).

• Most humans experience illness and disability 
towards the end of their lives. Many physicists 
are still actively doing science at that stage. 

• 26% of adults in the US experience some type 
of disability (14% are mobility impaired, 11% 
have a learning disability, 10% have a sensory 
impairment - hearing and/or vision).

• My personal impression of our community: 
mobility/sensory underrepresented, learning 
disability (neurodiverse) overrepresented.

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/disabilityandhealth/infographic-disability-impacts-all.html


4

Accessible 
spaces make the 
experience more 
enjoyable for 
everyone

Another way of looking at it...
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Accessible spaces are better for everyone!

US airports are 
ADA compliant!
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Accessible spaces are SAFER spaces!!!

These are 
all ADA 
violations!



5

Accessible spaces make “big science” easier!

Icarus was extracted from 
Gran Sasso in one single piece
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Accessible spaces make “big science” easier!

Guess what else was easy to do at Gran Sasso… 😅
I was able to function as an experimental physicist
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Most of Snowmass happened during the pandemic

• Travel restrictions have made 
it a lot easier to “attend” 
conferences, meetings and 
workshops all over the world

 

• … but a lot harder for people 
with sensory impairments or 
learning/neurological issues 



https://arxiv.org/abs/2203.08748
10

https://arxiv.org/abs/2203.08748
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A test run for several of our whitepaper recommendations
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Many “flavors” of accommodation at Seattle CSS

Some accommodations were very visible:
• Example: custom furniture

“In general, are there barriers…”
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Many “flavors” of accommodation at Seattle CSS

Some accommodations were very visible: ASL interpreters
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Many “flavors” of accommodation at Seattle CSS

Some accommodations were very visible:
• Live captions for all plenary sessions 

(and several of the parallels)

Was this uniformly well received?

• No. One speaker, who had prepared 
very crowded slides, expressed some 
annoyance (very publicly!) at the 
presence of captions on the screen

• The pushback to the pushback was 
swift and pretty overwhelming (the 
EAC received something like 100 
complaints about the complaints)

 

I call this a success. We were seen by the 
community, and this generated a lot of 
conversation. All subsequent speakers 
added space for captions to their slides.

Captioning should be a no-brainer:

• It helps anyone who cannot hear well 
(age, accent, environmental noise), 
has trouble with sustained focus, or 
ESL folks who prefer subtitles.

• It provides a real-time transcript for 
accountability/transparency, and 
obviates the need for proceedings.
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The most impactful talk at the Seattle CSS

• It is hard to overstate the impact of the P5 chair talking about his personal 
struggles with mental health. This was absolutely revolutionary for the field.

• It inspired MULTIPLE of my colleagues to seek help with their mental health.

• It inspired me to get treatment for a neurological condition which I had all along.

• It inspired me to run for LZ spokesperson on a platform of: quality of life, mental 
health, preventing burnout, worklife balance, collegiality, inclusiveness. 
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Hybrid meetings are here to stay!
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Hybrid meetings are here to stay!

I have a recent hip injury and 
Hitoshi has covid. We both 
presented at this meeting. This 
was such a non-issue that I 
forgot to tell the organizers I 
was going to attend remotely.



19

Hybrid meetings are here to stay!

   Help mitigate several issues:

• Physical accessibility
• Other types of illnesses
• Financial constraints
• Caregiving responsibilities
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The Snowmass CSS as a literal microcosm

Dark Matter

Dark Energy

Interstellar gas, neutrinos, etc.

Stars etc.

Great news! We can use the same pie chart for everything!
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Gender breakdown: in-person vs. virtual attendees
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Ok, but who did all this accessibility work?

• Elise Novitski (accessibility coordinator)

• Tien-Tien Yu (Diversity, Equity, Inclusion Team, 
Accessibility Resources)

• Gordon Watts and the Seattle LOC

• Honorable mention: Giordon Stark, MEM as 
“brainstorming resources” for the LOC
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And who SHOULD do all this accessibility work?

There is no easy answer to this. We can’t expect the 
disabled to do all the accessibility work themselves.

I would like to do my job, AKA find dark matter and 
play with the supercomputers. That being said: 

• I experienced an incredible sense of community 
and belonging “working” with Elise & Giordon.

• From the whitepaper: “Always defer to person 
in need when providing accommodations”!

• We must improve accessibility without robbing 
the disability community of their agency, AND 
without making them do all the work.
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Most importantly, how did you PAY for all this?!?

• Thanks to the ADA, physical accessibility is not a cost driver (it does, however, 
require very advanced planning: site selection, meeting room/accommodation 
booking, working with campus facilities to fix things that may be broken, etc.)

• Live, “human”, captioning and ASL interpreters came out to 10-15% of the total 
budget (and before you ask, no, AI captioning doesn’t work well enough yet)

• Funding: a dedicated accessibility grant from the Heising-Simons Foundation; 
DOE conference funds (accessibility was included in our initial request); we 
unfortunately missed out on accessibility support from the NSF. Lesson learned: 

Estimate accessibility costs ASAP and include them in your initial grant request!

• This is a general comment: accessibility cannot be an afterthought, it needs to be 
included from the very beginning of the planning process (again, site selection!)
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Most importantly, how did you PAY for all this?!?

• Thanks to the ADA, physical accessibility is not a cost driver (it does, however, 
require very advanced planning: site selection, meeting room/accommodation 
booking, working with campus facilities to fix things that may be broken, etc.)

• Live, “human”, captioning and ASL interpreters came out to 10-15% of the total 
budget (and before you ask, no, AI captioning doesn’t work well enough yet)

The rest of the funding came out of registration fees (note the sliding scale)!
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Accessibility is not rocket science… or is it?!?
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The 2022 ESA astronaut class, announced on Nov 23

Rosemary Coogan, 
Astronomer

Sophie Adenot, 
Helicopter Test Pilot

JohnMcFall, orthopedic 
and trauma surgeon…

… and olympic 
medalist!

Pablo Alvarez Fernandez, 
Aeronautical Engineer

The new astronaut class includes:
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On the topic of “International Benchmarking”

Your presenter in the Columbus 
training module at the European 
Astronaut Center (Cologne, DE)

• Yes, I was an ESA astronaut 
candidate for the past 2 years

• Several conversations with ESA 
leadership about “spacecraft 
modifications” for accessibility

• This is the kind of visionary 
initiative that our international 
partners are undertaking!



Backup
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In case you were wondering about AI captioning

• Additional challenges in our field: people with accents and scientific jargon
• Research on AI vs human captioning presented in the accessibility whitepaper

https://arxiv.org/abs/2203.08748
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• “Every event ends up being different, which is quite a challenge. Even domestic events, which    
nominally should conform to ADA requirements, sometimes do not have funds to support necessary 
accommodations [...]. International events are more consistent in being unable to provide 
accommodations.” (from a survey respondent, cited in the whitepaper)

• So, although the ADA is a great achievement for the US, in our community it does not always 
come to bear in the way that one would hope it should.

• Moreover, there are many types of physical disabilities beyond those that involve the use of 
a wheelchair. We must take into account the needs of those including, but not limited to:
- People who are limited in their walking speed or distance
- People for whom standing for long periods is not possible
- People who, due to chronic pain, require different seating than standard furniture
- People who have very short or very tall stature 
- People who are have upper-extremity disabilities, making it difficult to lift or carry objects

Doesn’t the ADA solve all accessibility issues?
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Doesn’t the ADA solve all accessibility issues?

• Imagine navigating the situation in this photo:
- If you are in a wheelchair
- If standing for too long is painful for you
- If you are very short
- If you have upper-extremity disabilities, 

making it difficult to lift or carry objects

• The whole event needs to be accessible, not 
“just” the presentation sessions. Social isolation 
is a major obstacle for all minority groups.


