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C S A V R

NEWS UPDATE

FOR

WEDNESDAY, APRIL 28, 2010
It has been a pretty tumultuous time for CSAVR. As many of you know, I announced on the first full day of the CSAVR Conference last week that I intend to retire this year. After two failed surgeries on my left shoulder, I have grudgingly come to the realization that it will soon be time for me to listen to my body. On the same day as that announcement, CSAVR leadership also had to confront a fiscal and legal malfeasance by one of our most trusted and key staff – as well as her disappearance (she was later found). Without a doubt, there will be opportunities in the weeks ahead for me to provide greater detail. Especially, after the work of the forensic auditor is completed.

Many administrators have reached out to CSAVR in this difficult period; in talking to many of them, we unfortunately have come to realize many organizations in both the public and private sectors have had to deal with this type of betrayal. These occurrences are always shocking and disturbing, especially when it happens to your organization. 

I asked current CSAVR President Steve Wooderson of Iowa General to make a few comments for this UPDATE, he writes, “At this moment, I feel very positive about communicating that within 40 minutes, the CEO and officers established a plan.  Within 4 hours, the police had been notified and banks informed.  Within 4 days, a forensic auditor was analyzing records. I feel very positive about the future and believe as Carl does, that ultimately we will come out of this situation even stronger as an organization".

Please know that our work continues. CSAVR staff will continue to be active, involved and providing you with timely and relevant information.

Thanks for your continued support.

Our spring conference got off to a great start with our Keynote Address by RSA Commissioner Lynnae Ruttledge.   Everyone could feel and see the wonderful positive energy and excitement that the Commissioner has brought to her new post.   CSAVR was very fortunate to have her and about 59 other RSA and NIDRR staff at the conference.   We thank them for their time and participation in the sessions and committee meetings.

The Commissioner’s two major themes in her remarks were that we need to increase the visibility of VR and the number of employment outcomes for persons with disabilities so they “get the best jobs and achieve self sufficiency”.   The Commissioner noted her desire to connect with all VR agencies and Directors.   She welcomes questions, ideas, and constructive criticism.   She shared that while she does have help managing her calendar; she personally manages and reads all her own e-mails and encouraged folks to contact her.   She noted that she is going to be meeting with RSA staff on a quarterly basis.

In terms of policy issues, RSA, and NIDRR, the Commissioner shared the following:

1. Moving RSA from Education to Labor has become a non issue,

2. RSA has a new and improved website at RSA.Ed.gov,

3. Trying to increase the visibility of NIDRR,

4. Competitive integrated employment is the definition of a 26 that she supports and she will not support a change from this current definition,

5. Sub minimum wage is going to become a policy issue, and

6. Moving Independent Living out of RSA to another part of Ed. or another federal agency will be another future policy discussion.

7. Need to modernize the Randolph Sheppard program so people can become entrepreneurs, and

8. Working with Assistant Secretary Posny to revise the clearance process for policy in the Education Department so needed policies can be issued more timely.

What would a new Commissioner be without Goals so she shared the following goals with us:

1. Increase the visibility of RSA,

2. Increase the employment of people with disabilities by working closely with VR agencies, and

3. Partner with CSAVR to draft an American Rehabilitation Journal to celebrate the upcoming 90th anniversary of the Rehabilitation Program.

In regard to WIA reauthorization, the Commissioner noted that she shares my skepticism that it will happen this year and is still hopeful.   On the Appropriations side of the legislative ledger she noted that while all may not be happy with everything the President has proposed for VR in his budget, it is the first time in awhile that there is not a draft provision to eliminate the mandatory COLA increase in VR funding.

In closing her remarks, the Commissioner came back to our need to continue to improve the VR Program.   She said that to improve VR we need to start with much higher expectations and again we need to be more actively involved with getting our consumers the best jobs so they can achieve self sufficiency.   I could not have said it better myself in terms of both the 110 and ARRA VR dollars.    

It is wonderful to have our new Commissioner with her openness and excitement as well as clear vision of what needs to be done in order for VR to continue to be a great program that is respected and supported both in DC and across the country.
The CSAVR “Hill Breakfast” and Rumblings We’ve Heard…
CSAVR held its annual Legislative Breakfast on Tuesday of Conference week. We were delighted to be able to honor Congressman Ruben Hinojosa (D-TX) – Directors Hanophy and Madrigal of Texas presented the Chairman with his award and we heard from him that he intended to push to finally get WIA passed - hopefully this year. This was a very well attended session by CSAVR members. The morning was kicked off by Director Don Uchida – (Utah Combined) who recognized the outstanding service that Senator Orin Hatch of Utah has consistently given to persons with disabilities and how instrumental he has been in recent years in helping to secure for CSAVR the exceptional meeting room space in the Capitol complex for these “Hill Breakfasts” – a couple of key staffers for the Senator were also recognized. We were all delighted with the presentations by several top “Hill” staff, including  -- Connie Garner who has now left the Senate HELP Committee after many years of extraordinary service, and Michelle Varnhagen with the House Education & Labor Committee who spoke to us about the prospects of WIA Reauthorization in the House. We also heard from Lee Perselay of HELP Committee Chairman Harkin’s staff who spoke about the Senator’s strong advocacy on behalf of persons with disabilities. Speaking of reauthorization, you will recall that CSAVR and NRA met with a bipartisan group of Senate staff at the beginning of the year and they expressed hope that a WIA bill might be ready to go by the Easter Recess.  Well, that recess came and went and we’ve heard that it might slip to Memorial Day or even the July 4th recess.  As our members fanned out on the Hill last Tuesday we picked up rumblings that the Senate is caught in a snag of an undefined nature…CSAVR will keep you posted if we hear what that “snag” might be.

Senate Appropriations Visits
Recently, Paul has met with several key staffers for the Senate Labor-HHS-Education Appropriations Subcommittee.   Paul was able to get a meeting with Lexi Saudargas, Legislative Assistant for Senator Durbin (D-IL), in addition, Paul met with Lianne Nishida-Castillo with Senator Inouye (D-HI), Jessah Foulk, Legislative Assistant for Senator Kohl (D-WI), and Mia Petrini, Legislative Assistant for Senator Pryor (D-AR).  In each of the meetings Paul communicated CSAVR’s support for the Administration’s budget proposal in the Department Education for $25 million to fund a new Supported Employment/Extended Services for Youth with Significant Disabilities program to assist States in expanding supported employment opportunities for youth with significant disabilities as they transition from school to the workforce; as well as $30 million for a proposed Workforce Innovation Fund, combined with $30 million requested under Adult Education National Leadership Activities to support a partnership with the Department of Labor to develop innovative strategies for improving the delivery of services and outcomes for individuals with disabilities participating in programs authorized by the Workforce Investment Act.

Paul also outlined CSAVR’s position about the Administrations’ desire to  consolidate several programs in the Rehabilitation Act, specifically Supported Employment, Projects With Industry, Migrant & Seasonal Farm workers program, and in-service training into the Title I State Grant.

In all of the meetings, staff indicated that they understood CSAVR’s concerns about the consolidations and that other organizations had similar thoughts about many of the proposed Department of Education budget consolidations.  They also indicated that while they realized the need for the additional funds for Transition and Workforce Innovation, a very tight budget and looming deficits made funding for new programs difficult.

Paul also shared the success of CSAVR’s National Employment Team (or NET) and how states agencies are successfully using ARRA funds to help people with disabilities go back to work.  Paul shared the state-by-state ARRA data that CSAVR’s John Connelly recently collected; “Hill” staff expressed their appreciation for this information.

None of the staffers could give a date for when the Senate Labor-HHS-Ed Appropriations Bill would be finished by the Subcommittee but they all expressed optimism that a bill would be completed.

Earlier this month, Paul and Rita met with Rosa Garcia, Legislative Assistant to Congressman Ruben Hinojosa (D-TX) and Kevin McDermott, Legislative Director to Representative John Tierney (D-MA). The purpose of both meetings was to discuss the reauthorization of the Workforce Investment Act, (WIA) including Title IV, the Rehabilitation Act and to share CSAVR’s positions and legislative language on reauthorization. Garcia said WIA reauthorization was a top priority for Congressman Hinojosa as jobs and job training are a major issue confronting the country. Hinojosa would like to see WIA reauthorized this session and is committed to doing whatever he can to make that happen.

McDermott confirmed that Tierney is taking the lead on WIA reauthorization in the House and that he is working closely with the Committee and Members. Paul and Rita asked a number of questions regarding whether the House might adopt the Senate Bill on WIA reauthorization, which is expected to move much faster than the House Bill. They were not given an answer to that question. They also discussed in detail the various changes CSAVR would like to see in a reauthorization and the reasons for the recommended changes. 

SSA Surprises Disability Advocates with Work Incentive Proposal

On April 9 Paul and other disability advocates attended a meeting held by the Social Security Administration on the agency’s plans for simplification of the work incentives for people on Social Security Disability.   It had been over two years since SSA convened their last meeting so advocates had moderate expectations.  Instead, SSA surprised everyone by announcing their developing proposal for work incentive simplification.  The proposal under development would eliminate the existing 9-month Trial Work Period, and extend the current 36-month Extended Period of Eligibility permanently, which would allow indefinite connection to the program even when a beneficiary’s earnings is over the limit to receive benefits.  SSA also proposed changing the way a beneficiary’s wages are counted.  Under SSDI wages are reported as “earnings” meaning that a SSA must get earnings data from the IRS before adjusting benefits, a time consuming process that often lead to vast overpayments.  In the proposal, wages will be treated as “income” as in the SSI program, allowing beneficiaries to report their income monthly and send reports to SSA by phone.

Advocates, vocal critics of SSA’s work incentives, which are complicated, as well as the overpayments that beneficiaries accrue when they work, were rendered silent by the proposal.  The expectation of disappointment was instead a bright surprise and advocates will work closely with the agency to more fully develop the proposal which SSA might be able to advance in next year’s budget.

SSA also announced that SSDI Benefit Offset National Demonstration (BOND) was advancing and would hopefully begin soon, perhaps as early as spring of next year.  The BOND would test whether more people would work more under the current “benefit cash cliff” or with a graduated sliding scale offset of their benefits.

Thursday, April 15, Paul, Rita and Patricia Leahy, National Rehabilitation Association met with Michele Varnhagen, Labor Policy Director, Committee on Education and Labor and , Legislative Counsel, Celine McNicholas. They again discussed WIA reauthorization, sharing CSAVR’s and NRA’s positions. Varnhagen said Miller was trying to figure out what could be done to modernize several programs including TANF and WIA. Based on the conversation, CSAVR staff felt the House Democrats would have their own WIA bill, and while they may talk with the Senate about what they are doing, and may look at the Senate bill, we cannot assume the House will adopt the Senate bill. Varnhagen talked about a set of principles that the DOL and DOE had agreed to relative to WIA reauthorization that focused on accountability, one-stops as the center of the system, flexibility, cross cutting programs and coordination. These are the elements we should look for in the House bill. Varnhagen asked staff to share some VR outcome data with her and agreed to stay in touch with CSAVR staff as the House bill progressed. 

BUSINESS RELATIONS

Federal Hiring Event
Thanks to Kathy, Brenda and The NET who have been working closely with the planning committee for the Federal Hiring Event. The Hiring Event took place on this past Monday, April 26th. Over 5,000 resumes were submitted for 500 interview slots which were conducted by a variety of Federal agencies at the Washington Convention Center. 

To prepare for the event The NET hosted multiple training sessions on Schedule A and worked with Alison Levy from the U.S. Department of Transportation to provide a session on how to prepare an application packet, including a resume. Information was shared with VR staff and consumers through the point of contacts or Business Relations staff in each agency.

Kathy attended the pre-hire event on March 5th “A Call to Action” where 580 Federal HR staff were in attendance to prepare for the April 26th Hiring Event. Commissioner Ruttledge presented on the opening panel along with the Assistant Secretary of ODEP, Kathy Martinez and Christine Griffin the Deputy Director or OPM. The NET had an information booth which Kathy staffed along with staff from VA-G, VA-B, MD and DC. Thanks the Directors and their staff for their ongoing support and leadership with the various Federal employment initiatives. 

The same agencies stepped up again on April 26th where Brenda coordinated a group of VR volunteers from these agencies to help staff the registration booth and support interview candidates in accessing the Hiring Event. Brenda also worked with RSA staff to jointly staff a booth where individuals could learn about VR services and the supports available to eligible individuals.  

HOT OFF THE PRESS: April 26th Federal Hiring Event Update  

April 26th Federal Hiring Event at the Washington D.C. Convention Center began with a ribbon cutting ceremony and opening remarks from Deputy Secretary of Labor Seth Harris.  He stated, “The best way of increasing the placement rate among people with disabilities is to hire people with disabilities.  Today’s event is one part of a much longer effort.”

Kareem Dale, Presidents appointee, mirrored those sentiments with, “equal and fair access to employment is what the President announced last fall, and this is the first step forward to lower the unemployment trend for people with disabilities.  There should be no more excuses with the technology that exists and the future changes to section 508.”

Secretary of Labor, Hilda Solis was proud to be a part of the Federal Government as a Model Employer.  John Berry of OPM stated that, “making advances in diversity is our federal department’s highest priority; today is the first step in the up-swing to hire people with disabilities.  The talents of people with disabilities are one of the richest talents.”  Joined on the stage was Kathy Martinez from ODEP, who led the event and Christine Griffin, who recently moved into her new role with OPM.

Many dignitaries were recognized including our RSA Commissioner, Lynnae Ruttledge.  Brenda Moore of CSAVR/The NET was also acknowledged.  With the cutting of the ribbon over 500 applicants were interviewed.  The event was well organized with many volunteers.

CSAVR-The NET wants to thank the following volunteers from VR and RSA who participated in manning the display table to being the room monitors, floaters and greeters. Bonnie Hawley (VA), Dianne Girman (VA), LaPearl Smith (VA), Darlene Peregoy (MD), Jo Anne Materkowski (MD), Jose Rosa-Pinero (DC), Jaime Coronado (DC), Gwendolyn Scott (VA), James Schoonover (VA), Roseann Ashby (RSA), Melodie Johnson (RSA), Jeremy Buzzell (RSA),  Katherine Race (RSA). Thanks to Brenda for coordinating the on-site team and to RSA for their partnership!

We do not have the data on hires at this time, but will provide that as soon as we do. Remember that the resumes sent in will be on file for 6 months.  Continue to explore www.usajobs.gov with your consumers and follow the Schedule A hiring procedures.  This was just one event The Federal Hiring Continues!!
Thanks once again to the Mid-Atlantic VR Directors ---- Bob Burns, Jim Rothrock, Roy Albert and Ray Hopkins and their staff for their ongoing support! We are very excited to see the increased opportunities for people with disabilities in the Federal government.

National Employment Conference
Kathy is working on the planning committee for the 2010 National Employment Conference which is scheduled for September 15-17 at the Key Bridge Marriott in Arlington, VA.  CSAVR co-sponsors the conference with RSA and our partners at George Washington University. 
CSAVR Spring Meeting
Business Panel - at the Spring CSAVR meeting we included a general business session with updates on The NET. Barbara Madrigal and Ralph Vigil, the co-chairs of the Employment Committee, opened the session and were followed by Kathy who provided the NET Updates. The NET Updates included activities and projects that she and Brenda have been working on for the last six months. Alison Levy, the Selective Placement coordinator for the U.S. Department of Transportation also presented on the panel. Alison provided updates on DOT’s work with The NET and the collaboration on the Federal Hiring Event. The panel also included a partner from the USBLN, Aditi Dussault, who talked about the Disability Supplier Diversity Program which is designed to certify disability own businesses for consideration by companies who hire diverse vendors or subcontractors. CSAVR is excited to be working with the USBLN on the certification process.    
Awards Breakfast – CSAVR presented the New Business Partner Award to Food Lion, a grocery store chain on the east coast who started their relationship with Delaware VR and is now expanding with The NET to a national partnership. 

We are excited about the partnership. Thanks to Andrea Guest, Delaware VR Director and her point of contact, Cynthia Fairwell for their work in developing and expanding this partnership.

The Media Award was presented to WMHT, the PBS affiliate in Albany, NY for their production titled – Get Off Your Knees: The John Robinson Story.  CSAVR co-sponsored the production and has promoted it nationally. John Robinson spoke at our Fall conference and is now speaking at several VR agencies. The President of WMHT attended the event along with John.  
JLodge – The NET hosted a teleconference with JLodge, Brenda facilitated the national discussion. We are excited about the partnership and are seeing several employment outcomes with JLodge which offers home based employment opportunities for VR consumers.   
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