
MICHAEL PELUSO

Michael Peluso spent three decades as an impassioned advocate 
for the rights of people with disabilities: offering peer support, 
managing programs, building coalitions, and lobbying 

legislators on the state and federal levels.

As a student at Syracuse in the 1970s, Michael was in a traumatic 
accident that left him with quadriplegia. He successfully completed 
years of arduous rehabilitation and continued forward, graduating 
from Syracuse in 1983 with a bachelor of science degree in public 
communication.

His career began at ARISE, Inc., the Independent Living Center in 
Syracuse. He served as its public policy advocate, communication coordinator and legislative 
liaison, and later as program coordinator. 

In 1989, he moved to Albany and began work as the New York State Client Assistance 
Program coordinator at the state’s Commission on Quality of Care for the Mentally Disabled & 
Advocacy for Persons With Disabilities. His responsibilities included statewide programmatic 
and fiscal administration, staff development and supervision, interagency relations, and public 
policy monitoring and reform. He also represented the commission on several state and 
national organizations and committees.

Michael was instrumental in the reauthorization of the Rehabilitation Act in 1992, testifying 
before the U.S. House of Representatives Select Committee on Special Education on behalf of 
the National Association of Protection and Advocacy Systems.

He engaged in extensive lobbying efforts in association with the Ticket to Work and Work 
Incentives Improvement Act, and the Americans With Disabilities Act. He also directed and 
participated in lobbying the state Legislature for enhanced community-based supports 
in the areas of accessible transportation, CDPA services, independent living services, 
deinstitutionalization and supported employment.

He participated in interagency initiatives, developed position papers and provided public 
testimony to advance competitive employment outcomes by state-administered vocational 
rehabilitation programs.

Michael also presented extensive public information sessions and trainings on navigating 
and implementing various initiatives. A certified dispute mediator, he represented individuals 
with disabilities at Social Services, Social Security and Vocational Rehabilitation fair hearing 
appeals.

In the mid-2000s, Michael joined the New York State Education Department as liaison to the 
New York State Rehabilitation Council, later becoming a senior manager. He oversaw New 
York’s network of Independent Living Centers and served as an interagency, legislative and 
community relations coordinator.  He also coordinated requests for proposals for various 
NYSED services and advocated, initiated and coordinated vocational resources for service 
members and veterans facing barriers to employment. He held those responsibilities until his 
death in 2017 at age 60.

Michael Peluso was a big-picture thinker who worked tirelessly for systems change, but he 
never lost track of the people affected by those systems and was never too busy to offer help 
and support to an individual in need. 


