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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
Virginia Disability Community Calls for Action: Candidates Faced Questions on Medicaid, Jobs, and Accessibility in Statewide Candidate Forum
RICHMOND, VA (September 16, 2025) – On September 15, more than 938,500 disabled Virginians, representing 15.1% of the state’s electorate, had their voices heard as candidates for Governor, Lieutenant Governor, and Attorney General faced questions and listened to personal accounts on disability issues during the 2025 Statewide Candidate Forum on Disability Issues.
Candidates for Governor Winsome Earle Sears and Abigail Spanberger, candidates for Lieutenant Governor Ghazala Hashmi and John Reid, and candidates for Attorney General Jay Jones and Jason Miyares joined the 90-minute virtual Forum to discuss Medicaid services in Virginia, jobs, transportation, accessibility, employment, and other pressing issues on the minds of the state’s disability community.
“What we saw last night was the disability community stepping into its power,” said Tonya Milling, Executive Director of The Arc of Virginia. “For too long, our issues were left on the sidelines. But with nearly one in five Virginians directly affected, the candidates recognized that our vote matters – and that engaging with us is essential to winning statewide office.”
The non-partisan, sensory-friendly Forum was hosted by The Arc of Virginia, REV UP Virginia, The Arc of Northern Virginia, and the Autism Society of Northern Virginia as part of National Disability Voting Rights Week (September 8–12). Organizers emphasized that creating a truly accessible space for dialogue was a key reason all six statewide candidates agreed to participate. By following sensory-friendly guidelines and engaging respectfully with questions from the community, candidates were able to connect in a way that reflected both dignity and inclusion. Several candidates, staff members, and audience members later remarked on the significance of hearing directly from community members, who underscored how ignoring sensory-friendly instructions can cause pain and make participation difficult. In a political climate often dominated by bickering and partisanship, this Forum stood apart as a safe zone where real communication took place and candidates spoke to the facts of what they can do for Virginians with disabilities.
“The Forum showed that when we bring candidates and the disability community together, real dialogue happens,” said Helena Berger, Co-founder and Co-chair of REV UP Virginia. “Virginia voters with disabilities turned out at the same rate as their non-disabled peers in 2022. That’s a remarkable milestone, and it proves that elected officials can no longer overlook this community. The disability vote is not just symbolic – it is influential, decisive, and here to stay.”
Between the 2018 and 2022 midterm elections, Virginia achieved something unprecedented: the voting gap between disabled and non-disabled Virginians was eliminated, dropping from 11% to 0%. In 2022, both groups voted at the same rate (53.2%), cementing the disability vote as a decisive bloc in what are often razor-thin statewide races.
As one of the moderators of the Forum, Nichole Davis, Secretary of the Virginia Association for Centers for Independent Living (VACIL), reflected on the impact of the shared lived experiences. “The conversations we facilitated last night were not just about policy, they were about people’s lived experiences,” Davis said. “I saw firsthand how powerful it is when candidates hear directly from Virginians with disabilities. These voices bring urgency and humanity to the policy debates, reminding us that accessible, inclusive systems are not optional; they are essential.”
By showing up, sharing, sending questions, and voting, Virginians are helping to ensure the Commonwealth continues to grow into the best possible state for people with all types of disabilities, their families, and the provider community.
A full recording of the Forum is available at https://youtu.be/x5JKcrJbQV8. In addition, viewers can watch the powerful opening stories video, which highlights personal testimonies from Virginians with disabilities and their families.
With Virginia being one of only two states holding gubernatorial elections in 2025, the outcome will be closely watched across the nation.
###
About the Hosts
 The Forum was organized by The Arc of Virginia, REV UP Virginia, The Arc of Northern Virginia, the Autism Society of Northern Virginia, and the Virginia Association for Centers for Independent Living (VACIL). Together, these organizations are committed to advancing the rights and visibility of people with disabilities through civic engagement, advocacy, and education.
Media Contact:
 Kelly Douglas, Douglas & Yates
 910-824-4624
 kelly@douglasandyates.com

image1.jpg




image2.png
REV UP
VIRGINIA





image3.png
The Arc.

Northern Virginia




image4.png
Autism
éy)' Society
'r Northern

Virginia




