(Organization logo)
(Date)

Assembly Member Alex Lee, Chair
Assembly Human Services Committee, California State Assembly
1021 O Street, Suite 6330, Sacramento, CA 95814

Senator Joshua Becker, Chair
Senate Human Services Committee, California State Senate
1021 O ST.  Suite 6520, Sacramento, CA 95814

RE: Urgent Request for Emergency Funds and Joint Legislative Oversight Hearing on California Department of Rehabilitation Operational Breakdowns

Dear Chair Lee and Chair Becker,
On behalf of (organization name, we urge you to hold an important joint legislative oversight hearing concerning issues relating to the Department of Rehabilitation (DOR). This hearing is critically needed to examine alarming operational breakdowns within the department and to evaluate the necessity for urgent state appropriations early in the next legislative session for supplemental funding to keep essential services open—particularly for individuals who have the most significant disabilities, including the small number of applicants requesting employment retention services, especially those who have become disabled or deaf while employed and need accommodations to retain employment. The department has recently entered into mandated “order of selection, under which services will no longer be provided to newly eligible individuals, no matter how severe their disabilities might be, and has also moved to reduce services to those currently being served to minimize spending. These recent policy changes implementing Order of Selection threaten the safety, economic independence, and civil rights of blind, low vision, Deaf-Blind, deaf/hard of hearing, and Californians with other disabilities.
In addition, the department has slashed funding to various programs, including a 60% reduction in funds available for the Older Individuals who are Blind program (OIB), which provides services to California seniors recently losing their vision. These services enable blind and low vision seniors to remain in their own homes and even return to the workforce, instead of being placed in costly and unnecessary institutionalized settings. Likewise, independent living centers across the state have faced similarly significant cuts affecting their service delivery.
(short organization mission/description) We request that committee leadership address five critical operational and financial areas during this hearing:
•Denial of services to New Applicants: Due to the Order of Selection, new applicants are facing denials and indefinite delays, including individuals attempting to retain employment after becoming disabled or relocating or other such circumstances. For instance, orientation and mobility lessons are being halted, creating direct physical safety risks and driving individuals onto public assistance at a higher cost to the state. The implementation of the order of selection also means that individuals with severe sensory, mobility and cognitive disabilities face unspeakable barriers to employment and living independently outside of institutionalized settings.
•	Delays for Active Clients: Individuals with an active Individualized Plan for Employment face lengthy delays for adaptive technology and training, severely hindering school and work participation. Additionally, individuals who are deaf and hard of hearing may be unable to communicate with family, friends, or service providers
•	Infrastructure Collapse for Service Providers: Organizations serving blind, low vision, Deafblind, deaf/hard of hearing, and individuals with other disabilities have been experiencing, and continue to experience, chronic payment delays. Combined with the Order of Selection preventing new referrals, their service infrastructure faces permanent collapse.
•	Continuation and expansion of systems that inhibit appropriate and timely purchase of goods/services for clients of the department: DOR must continue using experienced, specialized vendors rather than shifting purchases to Amazon or low-cost general retailers. Assistive technology requires specialized setup, training, and ongoing support that general retailers cannot provide.
•	OIB Program Funding Reductions: Reduced funding for the Older Individuals who are Blind (OIB) program deprives seniors of daily living skills, preventing maximization of independence and accelerating unnecessary institutionalization.
•	Independent Living Center Funding Reductions: Likewise, these centers serve people with various severities of disability, providing similar cross-disability services for these populations as does OIB for people who are blind and low vision not currently served by senior or other working age programs.
•Measurable Metrics to Reopen Category 1: It has been requested of DOR by several consumer groups and the State Rehabilitation Council (SRC), and they have agreed to provide Clear, measurable metrics reported monthly to directly track the progress toward opening Category 1. We would like this to be done in a transparent way that includes the SRC, but also key stakeholders.
Furthermore, recent discussions with DOR regarding the above issues, as well as the state budget $66 million for DOR caseload and recent federal review by the Rehabilitation Services Administration, have lacked some transparency on the part of the department until very recently. These concerns require open, collaborative. and timely communications for complete financial transparency and independent evaluation of DOR's ongoing services. 

For the above reasons, (organization name) urges you to schedule a joint oversight hearing on the Department of Rehabilitation and determine the emergency funding needed to maintain the availability of vocational rehabilitation services, including employment retention cases, for all eligible clients, as well as other services provided by the department, before irreversible harm occurs to California's disability community.
Sincerely,
(Name and title)
(organization name)
