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                                        Jefferson City Seminar

                                            By Shelia Wright

I'd like to start by thanking all my NFB of Missouri colleagues who joined
us at the Missouri State Capitol on Monday and Tuesday of this first full
week of February. I'd also like to thank some valuable behind the scenes
work that those of us who had the benefit of fun and fellowship while we
worked may not be aware of. These were Debbie Wunder and Carol Morgan, who
made appointments and thus helped in a different way. Carol Coulter and
Elisabeth Coulter faithfully prepare the packets we distribute and make
sure Rita can get them in advance and have them for us when we arrive at the
capitol. They are an integral part of our Jefferson City Legislative
Seminar. We missed some familiar faces at the capitol this year and welcomed
some first timers as well. Having said that, every member of our
organization can help by taking action when you receive email messages
asking for help; also, be sure to help keep those who are in our chapters
that are not on email aware of how they can help by making phone calls to
their elected officials. Together we can help blind Missourians "Live the
Lives We Want."

As the appointments were being made we heard the House of Representatives
would be having a "Technical Session" on Monday. None of us knew what this
meant other than we were unable to obtain as many appointments on Monday
afternoon as we have in the past. Well, that sent me on the hunt to find out
what this new term meant and why some members would not attend this
session. However, we were able to see Senators and many of the members of
the House who did come in to conduct committee business. There's always a
new twist and an opportunity to learn about our legislative process when we
do Federation work and no, unfortunately, we can't predict these things in
advance. However, it was a good day at the Missouri State Capitol.

The concrete progress I referred to in the subject line is that HB 454 -
Accessible Voting In All Elections- was assigned to the Elections Committee
sometime on Tuesday. I think that our message about at least giving this
bill a chance to go through the process was heard. Now our push will be to
see that a hearing is scheduled soon and that we have good representation at
the hearing. Good work team. Let's keep it on the legislators radar as a way
they can help blind and disabled Missourians.
 
I believe that there are a number of legislators who are interested in the
need for a researched based reading media assessment for determining whether
a blind student needs to read braille, print, or both braille and print. It
takes a little longer for the House and Senate webpages to show filed bills.
I am very optimistic, that if bill language has not already been filed, that
it will be very soon. It may be that one of you will receive notice before
Gary or I do. Please pass it on if you do.

It's very important to follow-up with those questions raised, information
you promised to provide, and notes of appreciation to those we met with. One
of the things that energizes me is watching members grow, hearing canes in
the hallways at the Missouri Capitol or on Capitol Hill. It's also
energizing to make an impression with individual members and have them remember who we are and demonstrate this by making sure they make the time
to meet with us. Some of them really do get it. Education is powerful and
this is how we have and will leave a legacy.

 

                           An Exciting and Educational Experience
                                              By Erin MagoonIf there are images in this attachment, they will not be displayed.   Download the original attachment
I attended my second Jefferson City Seminar this year and it was a great deal of fun!  This Seminar entails engaging our senators and representatives in conversations on topics important to blind people. Trying to make appointments with five or six senators and over twenty-five representatives was a daunting task, but we did it!  Phew, I’m tired just remembering, but that was just the beginning!

I went with Nelson, my guide dog, and Gary Horchem to the Missouri State Capitol for two days earlier in February.  When Nelson, Gary, and I got there, it brought back memories from last year.  How much I enjoyed talking to the senators and representatives about blind people and some of our issues and problems.  However, it was more than that. I also got to demonstrate how blind people can navigate obstacles and find chairs without any other assistance other than our canes, or in my case, our faithful furry companions.

We wanted to discuss two bills with the representatives and senators this year.  The first one is getting a nationally recognized assessment in determining whether or not blind children need to learn Braille.  The second bill is concerning using the voting machines in all elections.  The federal government requires their use in federal elections, but they leave the decision up to the individual state whether or not they will be used in state and local elections.

Monday afternoon was spent going from office to office and talking with representatives I had made appointments with.  It also consisted of dropping by representatives I could not fit into my schedule or make an appointment with for one reason or another.  We dropped off several folders of information and even were able to talk to three representatives we could not make appointments with beforehand.

In a couple of cases we talked to the representative's chief of staff.  In some ways I kind of preferred that.  The chief of staff took a lot more notes and asked a lot more questions.  In general the meeting with them was longer than it was with the representatives and senators.

Also, a couple of the representatives got on their computers to look up the process of the bills as I was talking about them.  A couple of them just took the folders and said “thank you, have a nice day.”  That was a little discouraging at first, but at least they took the folder, and you can always follow up with them.

Monday night we all gathered at the hotel to talk about our experiences that day.  I learned a couple of new approaches and also felt encouraged by the others progress.  It was like we all more or less had the same kind of day.

After the discussion we had a role play experience with President Wunder being a senator and Julie McGinnity and Chris Parsons going to his office to discuss the proposed bills with him.  It was funny, but it was also enlightening.  It gave me more ideas of how to handle the representatives/senators when they are not understanding or misinterpreting what you are trying to tell them. Little did I know, I was going to have an encounter with an uncooperative representative real soon.

After the meeting we were free until the morning.  I had a lot of fun hanging out with a couple of my fellow Federationists and talking.  The next morning, after breakfast, it was back to the grindstone.  I had an 8:15 meeting.

The morning went great for the first several people.  It is hard to schedule all your people in the same area so you can cut down on the up and down and back and forth across the building.  I did a pretty good job, but that morning there was some back and forth and up and down.

We did very good staying on schedule, and even getting a bit ahead, until we had three representatives left.  The third from the last was very interesting and discouraging at first. The representative felt that blind people did not need to learn Braille in this day and age of e-mail and talking books.  He also thought having someone help us vote was perfectly fine.  These bills would cost too much money and they were not necessary.

I tried to explain to him why they were necessary.  I tried President Wunder’s approach of talking at about twenty words a minute, which is what some blind children’s reading speed is, and after I spoke two words he said, “okay, come on keep going”.  I also tried to explain to him that voting with one, or in some cases two, other people was not a secret ballot.  Everyone else got to vote secretly, we should be allowed to as well.

He then said the cost of replacing the machines would be too high and that most people do not use them.  He went on to say, “We would have to haul them out for every election, and for what?  Maybe one person and some precincts probably don’t use them at all.  No, it’s just too expensive and unnecessary. Just have someone vote with you.”  At that time I told him thank you for your time, have a nice day, and left.

I got back to the place where we could all meet up in the Capitol and Rita was there.  I told her what had happened, and she commiserated with me. Rita got his name, which I had misunderstood with JAWS.  See, another reason to use Braille!

I saw President Wunder and told him about my experience.  I told President Wunder that next year maybe we should send in different people to try and reach the representative.  President Wunder listened and then said “or maybe he will just be on the losing end of this one Erin”.

Suddenly, I felt better.  I realized that I had not failed after all.  I thought I had gone about talking to him the wrong way and that is why I could not convince him that these bills were a good idea.  President Wunder reminded me that not everyone is going to agree with you and sometimes you need to step back and focus your energy somewhere else.

Meeting so long with that Representative made us late for our remaining two, who had gone to meetings.  That discouraged me again at first, but I learned a very important lesson that day.  If you are talking to someone, anyone, about an issue/topic that is very important to you and they are not sympathetic or agreeing with you, then extricate yourself quickly and move on to other people who care and sympathize more.

When you get home you are not done yet.  You still need to send emails to the representatives and senators you have talked to, thanking them for their time and asking them if they have any questions.  You also need to send an email to those you did not have a chance to talk with, and ask them if they received their folder and if they have any questions.

I really enjoyed the seminar last year and this year I enjoyed it even more.  It made me realize how much I would like to go to the Washington DC Seminar.

Nelson enjoyed it immensely as well.  From working around people, to finding offices, to navigating obstacles, he was very busy and utilized all of his guiding skills.  I think he thought he died and went to guide doggy heaven!
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LEGISLATIVE AGENDA OF BLIND MISSOURIANS

PRESENTED TO

THE FIRST SESSION of the NINETY-EIGHTHTH GENERAL ASSEMBLY

From: The National Federation of the Blind of Missouri
Date: February 9 & 10, 2015

This year the National Federation of the Blind is celebrating seventy-five years of service to our fellow blind and we are proud that Missouri was one of seven states present at that first gathering in 1940. Each year members of the National Federation of the Blind of Missouri visits our state capitol to share our issues with members of the Missouri General Assembly. We are pleased to be here this week in Jefferson City to address two issues that can hold us back from full participation in society.

The National Federation of the Blind knows that blindness is not the characteristic that defines you or your future.  Every day we raise the expectations of blind people, because low expectations create obstacles between blind people and our dreams. Blindness is not what holds us back.

This is the message we bring to blind Missourians and the communities we live in.  We pledge to be a resource to you and your constituents when they turn to you for help. 
The National Federation of the Blind is a membership organization of and for the blind. As a volunteer grassroots organization we are blind people speaking on behalf of blind people. We come together on the local, state, and national level to address issues of importance to our fellow blind citizens. We promote programs that encourage self-determination, independence, and equality of opportunity. 

Why the National Reading Media Assessment Is Needed
The desirability of learning to read efficiently has never been a question in your education. Not so if one is blind. The equivalent of print for the sighted is Braille for the blind, and this is recognized in the education laws of Missouri in RSMo 167.225. Though the law says that no blind person shall be denied instruction in Braille, it does allow school districts to conduct evaluations to determine whether print or Braille is the most appropriate method for reading and writing for a given student. It is telling that the first action taken by the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education following the passage of SB 740 was to develop boilerplate language school districts could use to say that they had considered Braille as the primary learning media and had concluded print would be more appropriate. Far too often print is determined to be the most appropriate reading medium because the process used in making evaluations is flawed and because the strong preference of teachers and school administrators is to teach what they know and use the resources easily available to them.
The consequences for blind students are devastating. Blind people who can see enough to read some print require that it be enlarged. In the early grades this is how it is presented, but when learning to read is replaced by reading to learn, the print gets smaller and the amount of it that one must read gets larger.

It is common practice for students with visual impairments to hold reading materials very close to their faces, and/or to hunch their bodies over the materials when reading. In addition to the posture and other health concerns these reading positions raise, years of field practice and experience have demonstrated that youth who read print materials at very close distances suffer eye strain, headache, neck and back pain, fatigue, and diminished concentration, reading speed, and comprehension. Consequently, any valid assessment should ensure that children are evaluated when sitting up straight and with materials held or placed at standardized distances.

We must modify Missouri's statutes so that Section 167.225 mandates the use of the National Reading Media Assessment. We know hundreds of adults and many children who have been denied the opportunity of learning braille. A researched based assessment could have avoided their education being compromised.   Our state must have a clear standard to use in determining who will be taught print and who will be taught Braille. Bringing blind people into the workforce demands this change, and we urge the Missouri General Assembly to embrace literacy for the blind with the same vigor that our society embraces literacy for the sighted.

Accessible Voting In All Elections
The Help America Vote Act (HAVA) recognizes the right of the blind to vote privately and independently by requiring nonvisual access for the blind through the use of accessible voting systems in all federal elections. Electronic voting technologies, designed and properly configured with nonvisual access, provide blind voters with the ability to cast their votes privately and independently and to verify, without sighted assistance, that their ballots accurately reflect their voting choices. Electronic voting systems were certified and purchased, and each polling place has at least one accessible voting machine. All certified machines in Missouri provide a paper trail.
The Missouri Secretary of State’s office is evaluating newer machines that mark directly onto the paper ballot. The options are there if legislation is passed to make the paper ballot the official ballot of Missouri and as the existing machines need to be replaced, the technology will be available. The accessible machines are already required for the state to comply with HAVA. Some election boards may set these machines up more frequently than others. We ask that they be used consistently in all elections. The cost of setting them up should be minimal as “text to speech” options are available. Concerted effort is made to get voters to the polls; Missouri should assure that when they arrive they have the means to cast their ballots privately and independently. Please help pass HB 454 and grant disabled voters the opportunity to have the same privilege in every election as you value. 

To Learn, to Read, and to Work:
TEACH, Treaty, Time, and the 2015 Washington Seminar
By Gary Wunder
The slogan of the United States Postal Service and its commitment to deliver the mail are strikingly similar to the commitment of the blind to appear annually before the Congress of the United States of America to discuss the hopes, dreams, and rock-solid commitment of blind people to their full and complete participation on terms of equality with the sighted. So, when winter came to the East, dumping several feet of snow on New York, Boston, and other major cities, many wondered whether we would still travel by the hundreds to visit with the newly elected Congress. But come we did, visit we did, and educate we did. Certainly the weather stopped some from coming, and a few had to leave early, but, once one was in DC, the weather was more a topic of discussion than a deterrent to doing the business we came to do. The weather was chilly, but we were spared the snow and ice that paralyzed much of the East. Inches of snow and bitterly cold temperatures, like many other events in our lives, seemed as though they might make our participation difficult or impossible, but the reality was something quite different. It was more a nuisance than a handicap, and it had no bearing on our ability to do what was demanded. 

Events started on Saturday evening as the legislative coordinators from each state gathered at the Jernigan Institute to discuss our issues, strategies for best communicating them, and roleplaying to prepare for the questions we would likely encounter. After a day and a half of training, the coordinators came to the Holiday Inn Capitol, where these students became the teachers: briefing those of us who were just arriving or who had been in other seminars on Sunday and Monday.

The National Organization of Parents of Blind Children hosted the Bolotin Award-winning Parent Leadership Program at the 2015 Washington Seminar. New and returning parent leaders heard from many Federation leaders, including President Riccobono, Pam Allen, Gary Wunder, Parnell Diggs, Gabe Cazares, Jim Antonacci, Anil Lewis, and Natalie Shaheen. NOPBC President Carlton Anne Cook Walker, NOPBC Second Vice President Kim Cunningham, and NOPBC Director of Programs (and former NOPBC President) Carol Castellano led the seminar, and former NOPBC President (and current Louisiana POBC President) Laura Bostick also shared Federation philosophy and leadership principles with the parent leaders. In this two-day seminar the group focused on topics such as the philosophy and policy of the Federation, the nuts and bolts of forming a group, the value of planning an activity of the month, ways to plan a seminar for first timers, and the art and science of leadership. 

At the National Association of Blind Students annual winter seminar, students from around the nation gathered to be inspired; to be informed; and, perhaps most of all, to prepare to take our message of equal opportunity for the blind to Capitol Hill. As President Sean Whalen reports, “Leaders from our various state divisions shared their successes during the past year, and NABS committees updated everybody on the work currently underway. President Riccobono called upon us to take the enthusiasm home and work in our chapters and affiliates to advance the agenda of the Federation, and Scott LaBarre armed students with the facts about our legislative agenda so that we were ready to make our case to our elected representatives. We were pleased to have so many students in attendance at the Washington Seminar and hope that even more students will make the trip to DC to push for legislative change in the years ahead.”
At 5:00 PM on Monday evening, January 26, 2015, a new but familiar voice rang out to open the Great Gathering-In meeting. President Riccobono said, “We come despite the blizzard of 2015. The blind have come to Capitol Hill. We have come to speak for ourselves, and in our seventy-fifth year we come with diamonds on the tips of our canes. We have come to assert our right to equal pay; we have come to assert our right for an equal opportunity in education; we have come to assert our right for equality in accessing the world’s knowledge and for the right to read. We bring with us our experience, our knowledge about blindness, and our firm conviction that blindness is not the characteristic that defines us. We want those in the halls of power to know that not only do we demand our rights but we intend to fulfill our responsibilities as first-class citizens to make this the greatest country on earth.” When the President asked the crowd whether it was up to the challenge of taking our message to the policymakers of America, the response was enthusiastic and unequivocal: we were, and we did!

President Riccobono announced that Diane McGeorge, the longtime coordinator of logistics for the Washington Seminar, was not with us but was recovering from a severe sinus infection that resulted in doctor’s orders that she not fly. The crowd sent out a cheer for Diane that found its way to Denver through many phone calls from those sending their wishes for her speedy recovery and ensuring she knew everything she would’ve wanted to know, were she present. Always one for managing in great detail, Diane asked if the hotel had peanut butter pie, and yours truly inquired and then consumed a piece in her honor.

Before addressing the issues that would be taken to Capitol Hill, the President suggested we review some recent victories:

Last year the Maryland Board of Elections offered an online-ballot-marking tool and said they would make it available in the election. After working with constituents to make sure that this tool was accessible, the board decided that it would not take a vote to certify the ballot. The National Federation of the Blind demanded to know why, but the board declined to give a reason. Since we consider the right to vote independently to be a fundamental right of citizenship, we took the state of Maryland to court. The state told the judge that blind people have access to the polls and that the state had already made 98 percent of the polling places in Maryland accessible. They argued that blind people who wanted to vote using a secret ballot should go to the polls and that nothing in the law required that all options a voter might use should be accessible. Since any person in Maryland has the right to vote using an absentee ballot, we argued that this right should be extended to the blind, the court agreed, and the blind were able independently to cast an absentee ballot in the 2014 election.

A new subscription service called Scribd now makes available more than 40 million titles through its online web interface. It also allows subscribers to publish their own works. Scribd is not accessible to the blind, so, standing in solidarity with a blind parent from Vermont, we have sued Scribd, for we are determined to see that the blind of America receive an equal education and access to the reading materials offered to those who can see.

The higher education community often tells us that it has accessibility under control, but despite its assurances we find we must challenge educational inequality on many campuses throughout the country. Although we have negotiated successful agreements with Penn State, the University of Montana, Florida State University, and others, many other colleges and universities continue to discriminate against blind students by not providing accessible technology. Our latest settlement is with Maricopa Community College in Arizona. As a result of this agreement Maricopa Community College will procure electronic and information technology that is accessible to blind students. This will include making changes to its website, the school’s library website, the learning management system used by the school, and the personal response systems used in classrooms. This agreement even goes so far as to require that the automated teller machines be accessible.

Recently the Federation has concluded an agreement with the United States Department of Education which will make its student loan services accessible to all students, including the blind. This agreement binds not only the department but all loan servicers with which they do business. Some people work hard to get out of their student loans, but our effort is to see that blind people have the ability to get a good education, to borrow the money required to do it, and to pay back that money.

President Riccobono spoke briefly about Pedro Martinez, a blind parent who resides in the state of New York and who was trying to gain custody of his child after she was placed in foster care in California due to her mother’s inability to care for her. A California court asked officials in the New York child protection agency to do an evaluation of Mr. Martinez to determine whether he would be able to care for his child. The New York agency praised him for his independence, his personality, and his blindness skills; but they recommended to the court that custody not be granted because Pedro Martinez was not only blind but poor. When we asked our lawyers to look into this report, they concluded that it was shockingly discriminatory. Accordingly, we intervened, and, with the energy and imagination of the National Federation of the Blind behind him, Pedro Martinez got training in the parenting classes that would help him become a better parent, the New York agency did a second assessment, and a California court has now awarded him custody. As President Riccobono said, “Both we and Pedro know that things aren’t going to be easy, but he and his daughter already have a pretty big family to help them out.” That family, of course, refers to his family and to the National Federation of the Blind.

President Riccobono concluded his discussion of legal cases by reviewing our recent settlement with Cardtronics, the largest deployer of non-bank ATMs in the world. Our settlement requires that the full fleet of Cardtronics ATMs be accessible by March 31 of 2017. The settlement also includes a significant financial contribution by Cardtronics to the National Federation of the Blind, 1.25 million dollars. Beyond ATM accessibility and the financial settlement to the Federation, Cardtronics has agreed to establish a Center of Excellence, and this they have done. Ron Gardner is serving as an expert on accessibility and as our representative in dealing with the company. “We started with litigation with Cardtronics, but I think that, going forward, we are going to find some extremely fine partners who push the ATM industry in accessibility farther than we’ve ever seen,” said President Riccobono. Randy Rice, a vice president at Cardtronics and the head of the Center of Excellence, was present and was acknowledged through applause for his commitment to accessibility. President Riccobono remarked, “Although we don’t always start on the same side of the table, it’s great when we can link arms, join our expertise, and change the world. That’s what we’re here to do with Congress.”

We then moved from highlighting some of our legal victories to an introduction of prominent guests in the audience. President Riccobono welcomed representatives from each affiliate; the Board of Directors of the National Federation of the Blind; our immediate past president, Marc Maurer, and his wife Patricia; and Mrs. Mary Ellen Jernigan. He also introduced the associate director of the White House Office of Public Engagement, Ms. Taryn Mackenzie Williams; the Honorable Bill Zeliff, former member of Congress from New Hampshire; and Paul Cambon, an associate who has worked with us on legislative affairs for a long time. 
Jeannie Massay, the president of the National Federation of the Blind of Oklahoma and the cochairman of the 75 Days of Action Committee, was introduced to talk about our recently completed campaign and our commitment to recruit 750 new members this year. Jeannie welcomed everyone to the Washington Seminar, noting that it is sometimes called the midwinter family reunion of the National Federation of the Blind. She reminded us that we are all Federation-builders and that our goal of 750 new members will be substantially achieved if each one of us attending the Great Gathering-In recruits one new member. She welcomed Federationists who want to play a significant role in reaching this goal to contact her through email using the address <Jeanniemassay@gmail.com> or by phone at (405) 600-0695.

President Riccobono briefly mentioned our 2015 BELL Program, which will be hosted by more than half of our state affiliates; our NFBEQ (engineering quotient) program, in which we will be assisting in the design of advanced placement courses for engineers; and an internship program at the Jernigan Institute, which will run from June 1 to August 7. More details about this program can be found at the Voice of the Nation’s Blind blog at <https://nfb.org/voice-nations-blind>, and applications will be accepted until March 13, 2015.
Marion Gwizdala, the president of the National Association of Guide Dog Users, came to thank the National Federation of the Blind for an Imagination Fund grant that helped to establish the NAGDU Information and Advocacy Hotline. Along with the new iPhone application that was made available on September 17, 2014, it has helped thousands of blind people in finding, reading, and sharing information about the laws, rights, and responsibilities of guide dog users. In recognition of the significant contribution made by the national body and in support of the unity that characterizes our work, the National Association of Guide Dog Users presented a check for $25,000 to President Riccobono for the national treasury.
Edward Shaham, the newly elected president of the National Federation of the Blind of Connecticut, addressed the assembled and said how happy he was to be at his third Washington Seminar. In keeping with the traditions of the National Federation of the Blind of Connecticut, half of all bequests made to the Connecticut affiliate are shared with the national treasury, and President Shaham presented President Riccobono with a check for $82,722. These donations, which came from generous bequests, will do a great deal in furthering the work of the organization.

Immediate Past President Maurer was greeted with enthusiastic applause when he was introduced. He came to talk about the tenBroek Legacy Fund, a program through which Federationists can make a contribution to the work of the organization by including us in their wills. He also talked about the latest incarnation of the KNFB Reader and asked that we think about and submit to him suggestions for what features should appear in subsequent releases of the product. We believe this is the best handheld reading machine on the market, but our goal is always to make it better, faster, and cheaper.
The executive director for advocacy and policy of the National Federation of the Blind, John Paré, was next introduced to begin discussion of the three issues we would take to Capitol Hill. He emphasized that, while our focus for the next few days would be on these three, the fact is that we follow and support many issues. One of particular interest is the Space Available Program, and we have every reason to believe that it will be passed this year. Another issue we are monitoring is legislation recently proposed to block all transfers of funds within the Social Security Administration. Since funds are routinely transferred, and because the Social Security Disability Insurance Fund has only enough money to sustain it through 2016, this is a major concern and one we will be asked to address as the proposal moves through the Congress.
Each of the three issues we took to Capitol Hill was then spiritedly summarized. Rose Sloan was introduced to talk about the Transition to Integrated and Meaningful Employment Act. She emphasized that this affects the lives of thousands of people with disabilities, and we must ensure that they receive at least the federal minimum wage. Lauren McLarney discussed the Technology, Education, and Accessibility in College and Higher Education Act and asked that Aleeha Dudley offer a few words of support as a current student. Aleeha eloquently articulated the plight of many blind students who come to higher education with lofty goals and find them frustrated, and in some cases obliterated, by the lack of access found in the technology used by the higher education system. She said that we need guidelines so that the technology that is used doesn’t become yet another voice telling us that our dreams are unrealistic and our career goals unattainable.
Congressman Steny Hoyer, the Minority Whip in the United States House of Representatives, was introduced and cleverly began his remarks by observing that, if he was speaking at the Great Gathering-In, he certainly must be addressing the “in crowd.” He went on to say, “Over the next three days you will be visiting nearly every House and Senate office on Capitol Hill, sharing your personal stories, and advocating for policies that promote equal access and equal opportunity. You will be effective, and the reason you will be effective is that you will be able to speak as this young student has spoken: you will be speaking about your experiences, not something you read about or heard about or were told about, but something that you have experienced. You will be able to convey this to members of Congress who may not have had similar experiences. … Our Constitution and our system of laws espouse the principle of equal justice. We must continue our efforts to ensure that our nation is also a beacon of equal opportunity. That, of course, is what the Americans with Disabilities Act is all about. … The American dream must always be open and accessible to all of us because, if it is not accessible to all of us, we all lose—we lose the contribution of those challenged by disabilities but who are willing and able to participate effectively in so many ways.”
Scott LaBarre had the unenviable task of following Congressman Hoyer, but he did a commendable job in explaining why we need the Marrakesh Treaty, or what is also known as the Books Without Borders Treaty. Ratification of this treaty will require that two-thirds of the Senate support it, so it is important that we emphasize what ratification will mean to us: both materials we can get that have previously been recorded by English-speaking countries, and those we can get from countries where the native language is not English and the materials we need for the study of foreign languages are not available to us through resources in this country.
President Riccobono next introduced Catherine Lhamon, the assistant secretary for civil rights in the United States Department of Education. In her remark she said that “It is my job and the job of my 600-person staff to ensure that the federal civil rights laws are respected in schools both K-12 and in higher education. … Just last month we resolved two cases with two universities in Ohio with a very strong impact in this area. With Youngstown State University in Ohio, which serves 13,000 students, and with the University of Cincinnati, which serves 42,600 students, we entered into resolution agreements ensuring that their websites will fully comply with our federal civil rights laws, requires that they develop and publish a notice of nondiscrimination, that they implement a plan to ensure web accessibility and to train staff in webpage development and content development, and that they ensure access to computer labs, especially regarding the provision of assistive technology that is available for all of their students. … I’m very delighted to be working arm in arm in partnership with the National Federation of the Blind to make sure that we secure the rights for all of our students, including those who are blind.”
Jim Gashel told the attendees at the Great Gathering-In that we must take advantage of the opportunity to reward agencies and organizations who are doing outstanding work on behalf of the blind. The Dr. Jacob Bolotin Award Committee is now soliciting applications and will do so until March 31. This award provides the National Federation of the Blind an opportunity, not only to recognize and highlight the most innovative thinkers and programs in the country, but to contribute to the financial support of their work.

President Riccobono reminded us to register for the 2015 convention and said that it would be hosted by the seven original affiliates that came together in 1940 to form the National Federation of the Blind. Ever Lee Hairston cochairs the committee coordinating the work of these founding affiliates, and she said that at the convention there would be a door prize worthy of our seventy-fifth celebration. It will be $7,575, so this is yet another incentive to attend the most dynamic meeting of the blind that will occur in 2015.

Jim Antonacci, the president of the National Federation of the Blind of Pennsylvania, announced that the affiliate would be holding its annual convention in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, at the same hotel where the NFB was founded. The hotel will be the Genetti Best Western, and reservations can be made by calling (570) 823-6152. Anyone wishing to go should make reservations immediately. The hotel has only seventy-two rooms.

With the business of the Great Gathering-In meeting concluded, members went off to find dinner, coordinate appointments, and discuss the finer points of the proposals they would take to Capitol Hill. On Tuesday morning the hotel lobby was filled with Federationists proudly displaying the beautiful white tote bags we would use to carry the packets that would be given to each member of Congress. Taxis were in high demand, but many decided to start their day with a brisk walk to the Capitol. The pace was hectic as we made our rounds, meeting with senators, representatives, and their top aides. 

On Tuesday afternoon a reception was held at the Rayburn House Office Building to commemorate the seventy-fifth anniversary of the National Federation of the Blind. The master of ceremonies for the event was Immediate Past President Marc Maurer, and the first speaker called on to make a presentation was the newly elected representative from the thirty-first District of California, Congressman Pete Aguilar. The Congressman was particularly honored to be asked to speak at our event because his grandfather went blind as a result of retinitis pigmentosa, and under the Randolph-Sheppard Program he managed the cafeteria at the San Bernardino courthouse. Representative Aguilar’s job was to work in that facility, and in the early 70s one of his primary responsibilities was to empty the ashtrays. He said that in this job he learned about the value of hard work, a good attitude, and the cultivation of trust between human beings. When his grandfather was active in business, the talking scale had not yet been invented, but his customers would honestly and consistently tell him what they had purchased, how much it weighed, and the denomination of the bills they were giving him. Because of his experience, Representative Aguilar understands the importance of rehabilitation, education, and advocacy. He supports our work and believes that, not only can blind people be good workers, but, with the proper opportunity and training, we can become job creators, and this he pledges to help us become.
Our champion in the House of Representatives to see that blind people are paid at least the federal minimum wage is Congressman Gregg Harper of Mississippi. Congressman Harper has refiled the bill that will phase out Section 14(c) of the Fair Labor Standards Act, and that new bill is HR 188. “You know, this is something we’ve been working on together, and we're not going to stop until Section 14(c) is repealed. Meaningful work deserves fair pay, and to say that someone can be paid less than the minimum wage is pretty insulting. We believe we can do better. Now some organizations take advantage of the special wage—I understand why they’re doing that—but there are some groups that, if they would join with us, could create a lot of goodwill. We have work to do, we’re not going to stop, and together we will make great gains to make life better.”

President Riccobono addressed the celebratory gathering with these remarks:

Thank you, Dr. Maurer, members of the Board of Directors of the National Federation of the Blind, honorable members of the United States House of Representatives and the United States Senate, Congressional staff, friends from government and nonprofit agencies, and my fellow Federationists.


E pluribus unum has been a motto for our nation since the time of the Revolutionary War. The traditional meaning of this phrase for America was: that out of many states (or colonies) emerges a single nation. Today the motto is often used to provide a broader, more individualized meaning: that out of many diverse people—of different races, religions, languages, and backgrounds—a single nation is solidified. This phrase could also be used to characterize the National Federation of the Blind. We are a unified, powerful force that is made up of many diverse people striving for those sharing the characteristic of blindness to be recognized as first-class citizens in our great nation.


It is fitting that we have come to celebrate our seventy-fifth year here in the halls of Congress. A number of federal programs established by the United States during the 1930s accelerated the urgency to have a national organization that could unify the work of many state-based organizations of the blind and bring a collective voice to Washington, DC. 


Since 1940 we have sought partnership with the members of Congress. Just as blindness is not the characteristic that defines us or our future, we have never let the politics in the halls of power define those who share our common interest in improving the status of the blind. It has sometimes been difficult to find leaders with the courage to take on the difficult issues, it has sometimes been tricky to articulate the complexities of policy changes, and sometimes our issues have gotten caught in the middle of technical issues or political battles having nothing to do with the blind.


Yet more often than not, we have found courageous friends in the Congress, like Congressman Harper, who recognize our expertise on blindness and the legacy we have built over the past seventy-five years. We, the blind of this nation, have been successful in advancing a meaningful policy agenda because we bring the largest disability-run event to Capitol Hill every year in the form of our Washington Seminar; because we follow-up when we are back in our hometowns; and because many of the members of Congress have stood with us through the years.


As we celebrate the seventy-fifth year of our organization, we should also celebrate the friends we have had in Congress and the partnerships we can look forward to nurturing in the decades to come. Recently we have been cheering our work on by saying, "Let’s go build the Federation." Inasmuch as our work helps to make the United States a better place for the blind and other citizens, let us say together today: Let’s go build the USA.
With those remarks and the applause that followed, the crowd began to chant “USA, USA, USA.”

President Riccobono was followed to the microphone by Representative John Sarbanes, who represents the third district in Maryland, where the Jernigan Institute is located. Though the Congressman was being pressed to get back to the House floor for a vote, he said, “It means a tremendous amount when you come to the Hill, when you walk the halls of Congress, when you go into members' offices and you make the case for the contribution that you and others can deliver to our communities and to our country. I like that mantra `build the USA.' That’s what you are doing every single day with your commitment; and I know that, when the National Federation of the Blind is at the forefront of an issue or concern, it is something I need to be educated on and something I need to spread the word to my colleagues about. Thank you for being here today, thank you for the great work you do, and thank you for the contributions that you make every single day in our communities all across the United States.”

These were the formal remarks at the reception, but they only begin to capture the excitement we felt about the work that had been done over the last seven decades and the work that still remains for us to do. Wednesday and Thursday were filled with more appointments on the Hill, but, as each of us packed up and left the Holiday Inn Capitol, we did so with a heightened sense of our shared history, a greater understanding of the challenges we face today, and a stronger sense of optimism about the future we intend to make for blind people in this country. The blizzard of 2015 will be but a brief note in meteorological history, but the work of the National Federation of the Blind and its visit to Congress will be much more. It will change the present, enhance the future, and make better the lives of blind people everywhere.

The Rittgers Fund, 30 years  

By Eugene Coulter

At a recent board meeting of our state affiliate, many of us realized that the bulk of our membership and even of the board did not know how the Rittgers Fund came into being or the story of for whom the award  is named. Members thought this information should be shared through the pages of The Blind Missourian, so I will attempt to do George and Gwen Rittgers and the award justice here.

In 1961 George Rittgers led the way as Missouri formed a reorganized state affiliate based in Kansas City. Those first years were rough to say the least. It was through his persistence and that of a small band of eager members that eventually they were able to see the affiliate spread statewide. George Rittgers literally put his life on the line. 
Here from the June 1985 Blind Missourian is the story of George Rittgers’ fight to have the right to have a vending facility in the main Post Office in Kansas City, MO:

  “’The Four Horsemen’ were co-managers. These men were also pioneers and       included George Rittgers and Bob Peterson.

A major problem for these men was the jealousy of the Postal Union employees. Some of these managers report being repeatedly cursed as they manned the cash register. Sugar, salt, and pepper were switched on the tables, or just plain spilled. Utensils were stolen or bent into uselessness. Food shipments were delayed, and preparation was repeatedly criticized.

Ruth Peterson, Bob's wife, was fortunate enough to escape serious injury from an auto in at least two instances. In one the guide dog with her was killed. In the second the dog apparently knocked her out of the path of a speeding auto. These were broad daylight episodes.

One black day George Rittgers was struck while crossing the street. He was thrown seventy-five feet by the impact, surviving by only a miracle. The auto was driven by the Postal Union steward or leader. He had just had the auto liability insurance cancelled two days before the ‘accident’."

A civil suit was decided in favor of George, but the defendant union official took bankruptcy, and never a cent was received by the Rittgers family. Until at least the early 1980s, that Post Office was a hostile work environment. Bob Peterson managed a small stand there for many years, earning pittance wages while postal workers were slurping up their raises. 

How many of us would have done what George did? His bravery not only preserved the Post Office location for him but also for future generations of blind vendors. Through the years George and Gwen continued to passionately work for our affiliate, often at great financial cost. They were struggling to make it financially, but were very rich in the love they gave and received.

Born in 1907, George passed away in June of 1985. On June 8, 1985, the affiliate board established the George Rittgers Memorial Fund, having received word from Gwen asking that a fund be established to make it possible for those without adequate funds to be able to attend our convention, particularly those who had never been. Her hope was that the fund would grow so that more and more persons could be enlightened by the Federation’s teaching. She presented the affiliate with a $300.00 check, which was likely her life savings.
It was with great love that chapters, individuals, and the affiliate quickly contributed to this fund. Gwen had pledged to give annually to the fund in memory of her husband. Her contributions continued until late in 1993. Gwen, born in 1914, passed away in May of 1994. After Gwen’s death we have simply referred to the fund as the Rittgers Memorial Fund in honor of a couple’s heart and passion for the NFB that were unmatched.

With this being the 30th anniversary of the Rittgers Memorial Fund, let us make a renewed pledge to see it grow and fulfill Gwen Rittgers dream, that no person who wants to come to a state convention, who has not been before, is denied the opportunity.

Note: My thanks to Elisabeth Coulter for her research help on this article.

The BELL Program Returns to Missouri for a Repeat Performance

by Debbie Wunder

In the summer of 2008 the first Braille Enrichment for Literacy and Learning Program was held in Maryland.  A two-week summer program for children ages four  to twelve evolved into what we now do nationally, and last year it came to Missouri.

From its title one can easily discern that the program will be about Braille, but, in a larger sense, it is about teaching young people that the world is theirs if they master the use of the written word and can efficiently read and write.  "These children are or will soon be in school," it might be argued, so why isn't reading and writing Braille being taught to them in their home districts? The answer is that too many schools believe that the digital age, the computer, and audio devices make Braille no longer important, but nothing could be further from the truth.

Last year Missouri held our first BELL Program at the Delta Gamma Center in Richmond Heights, a suburb of St. Louis.  It was a tremendous success, and we are strengthened in our commitment to blind children and ready to host another program in 2015.

This year more than half of our affiliates will be hosting BELL Programs, and Missouri is very proud and excited to be one of them.  This year our program will run from July 20 to July 31, and again it will be held at the Delta Gamma Center.

The children will learn from blind mentors as well as from a certified Braille teacher, Adnan Gutic.  They will learn Braille concepts through play and will be ahead of many adults because we will introduce them to the changes brought about by the Unified English Braille Code (Ueb), which officially becomes the Braille code for the United States in January of 2016.

Blind adults volunteer for the two-week program, teaching Braille skills and supervising other confidence-building activities to teach students that they can live in the world like their sighted friends and neighbors.  We will go on two field trips.  On one we will go to an open market, where they can smell, touch, and taste delicious treats.  They will learn how to manage their own money while shopping.  Second, we will plan a trip to the fire station, where they will enjoy life-like experiences and learn how to safely survive an in-home fire.  We will walk in the neighborhood using our canes, and one of our major trips will be to the ice cream parlor.  They will order their tasty treats and choose from many wonderful flavors.  This is the only field trip that will be the same as last year, back by popular demand.

The cost for each student is $25 per week.  This small fee will provide for educational materials, field trips, a new white cane of their own,   and a slate and stylus they can take with them at the program's end.  To register go to www.nfb.org/bell . 

If you have questions, you may contact Debbie Wunder nfbmissouribell@gmail.com.  Please help us ring the BELLS in Missouri by spreading the word that BELL is here, and we plan for it to be a ringing success.
What Is Ways and Means and How Can You Help?

By: Carol Morgan
Have you ever wondered how the money we spend is made? I hope you have. Every program we have and every blind person’s case we take on requires significant funding. Generating the income that allows us to carry out these programs is a major part of our work. Projects are created to reach out into the community and the individuals we come in contact with in our daily lives. Each time you participate, by promoting our ways and means projects, you are helping to make the dreams of blind people come true.

We have planned several projects to raise the money we need for the programs we plan to offer. I will just mention a few upcoming projects. During our state convention we do an auction after the banquet, a silent auction which is held throughout the weekend, and the annual King and Queen Contest during which chapters compete to see who can raise the most money for our state affiliate. The winning chapter’s representatives are crowned King & Queen and will be honored at the banquet. 

Items are also sold throughout the spring and at state and national conventions. This year we will be selling umbrellas. If you are unable to attend the convention, ask your chapter president or division president to pick one or more up for you.  The umbrellas come in five colors: black/white, forest green/white, red/white, royal blue/white, and purple/white. The cost is $16 each. The arch is 42 inches. Consider asking your family and friends if they would like to purchase an umbrella or pick one up as a gift for someone you love. Thanks to the work of our Lewis & Clark Chapter, we will also sell trail mix at National convention in Orlando.   

Our newest project is an exciting fundraiser with Schwan's. It is very simple and there is no collecting money or delivering products. The customer places their order direct with Schwan’s and provides our campaign ID code which is 18709 at checkout. We will receive 20% for purchases for the first 45 days and then 5% of the customer’s purchases for the next 320 days. Please pass this on to your family and friends. They can live anywhere in the United States where Schwan's delivers. The campaign starts on April 1st.  This has the potential to be one of the biggest fund raisers ever.         

Many families experiencing a death will suggest that family and friends remember their loved one through a memorial gift to a non-profit organization. The National Federation of the Blind of Missouri has memorial envelopes that can be placed at funeral homes in your area of the state. Consider making this a project.       

Let me thank you in advance for your help with these projects. If you have any questions, feel free to contact me by phone (573) 429-1625 or email cmcares@att.net.

Colorado’s Loss is Missouri’s Gain
By Carol Coulter

Gary Horchem was born in Denver, Colorado, in 1980. His family lived in Colorado Springs, but, since he was about four months premature, the doctor sent them to Denver. Gary was placed in an incubator and given oxygen; as a result he ended up with detached retinas. In 1987 the doctors were able to reattach the retinas. He was also born with Cerebral Palsy. Gary’s mother was a nurse until she had to retire due to cancer. She passed away in 2001. Gary’s step father was a heating and air conditioning contractor. Gary also has one younger sister Amanda, who still lives in Colorado. 

Gary grew up in Colorado Springs and attended public school until his junior year of high school. The family moved from Colorado Springs to Calhan, however, the school district was too small to provide Gary the services he needed, so he attended the Colorado School for the Deaf and Blind in Colorado Springs. In middle school he tried a little track and field, but the Cerebral Palsy kind of got in the way. He also attempted goal ball while at the School for the Deaf and Blind, but even with pads on, the doctors told him it was too much for his joints.  

After graduating from high school, Gary moved to Leadville, CO where he got his first table busing job. Gary said that after September 11, 2001 the economy went way down in Leadville, and so he had to make a decision as to what he was going to do with his life. Gary decided to go the Colorado State Rehabilitation Center in Denver. He was not happy with the service he received, and so he went through the administrative hearing process so that he could attend the Colorado Center for the Blind. Gary said, “ I was kind of drug to an NFB chapter meeting in Denver by Kevin Worley, and I saw the center and it was time to start the process to go there.” 

Gary said he went through the Customer Service Program at the Colorado Center. He said in the end he didn’t exactly get a customer service job; he was, however, offered a dishwashing position by Kevin Worley. Gary had always wanted to go to college, but the Colorado Division of Vocational Rehabilitation told him he was not ready for college, and they weren’t going to pay for it. That did not deter Gary. 

He had met a couple students at the center from Missouri, and they told him that he should move to Missouri because, as long as he was willing to put in the effort, Missouri’s Rehab Services would pay for his college. Gary took the job with Kevin in 2004 and worked there long enough to save up enough money to move to Missouri. 

April Scheppe, who was one of the students from Missouri at the center, suggested that if Gary wanted some place cheap to live Springfield would be a good place. Gary took April’s advice and moved to Springfield, Missouri in 2005 and also enrolled at Ozark Technical Community College that fall. Gary said it took him a while to get through school because math and him did not get along. Despite this he graduated in 2014 and is now seeking employment with the help of Mers Good Will Employment Agency and Rehabilitation Services for the Blind. 

An interesting story about Gary is that while at the school for the blind, Gary and a friend sent out an email bomb and crashed their network server for about four hours. They didn’t get suspended, but they did get a lecture and lost the use of the computers for two weeks. Besides working with computers Gary also likes to ride and drive four wheelers for fun. He has a friend that owns one and they take it out and have some fun every once in a while. 

Since moving to Missouri, Gary has served as the president of the Springfield chapter of the National Federation of the Blind, been elected to serve on the NFB of Missouri state board and has served as the affiliate webmaster for the last several years. Gary has also helped with getting our online registration for state conventions set up as well as the streaming of the convention so that those who are unable to attend can listen in. Gary, thank you for all your hard work.  Even though we may complain from time to time, we do appreciate all that you do. 

Update On the NFB of Jefferson City

By Rita Lynch
As we reflect back on 2014 we can say that it has been a good year. We’ve had several good fundraising activities and our chapter is very active in our community. We are pleased to have gained a few new members. We had our election of officers and board members in January. It really has not changed much as the officers are the same and just one new board member. The results are as follows:

President: Rita Lynch,

Vice-president: Karl Hirsch,

Secretary: Melissa Smith,

Treasurer: Phyllis Wilson,

Board Members: Gail Lundberg, Susan Sundermeyer and Brian Wekamp.

Unfortunately, in 2014, we lost four very special people, three members and the granddaughter of one of our members. In the summer, Jesse Ling’s husband, Roger passed away. On October 12th, Alvin and LaVern Toebben lost their beautiful granddaughter, Kellsie Toebben who was just 21 years old. She was a senior at Central MO State in Warrensburg. It was a tragic auto accident that took her life and that of her boyfriend who was in the Air force in Knob Noster. On November 1st, we got word that Ellen Donley passed away. She and her husband, John, were faithful members of our chapter for many years and now they are gone from us, but enjoying their eternal reward together. On December 27th, Michael Nikolinko passed away here in Jefferson City at the new SSM Hospital. For these four families it was a very sad time in their life and we all keep them in our thoughts and prayers.

We are looking forward to a very productive year and hope to have much growth in our chapter. We look forward to seeing many of you at the state convention! All the best to all and live the life you want!

Show-Me Chapter

By Carol Morgan

 

Have you ever wanted to go to a National Federation of the Blind meeting but there is not one in your town or you don't have transportation to a meeting? I have great news for you, a solution to your dilemma. There is a chapter that meets once a month via the phone. We meet on the second Monday of each month at 6:30 PM. The number is (712)432-0180 access code 1774. Our chapter is young, only a year old, but we look forward to growing old together and making a difference.  We would love to have you. We discuss important matters to the blind community.

One of the important things that our chapter is doing is trying to get manufacturers to make appliances accessible to the blind. Gene Fleeman one of our members designed a petition on Change.org. Please go to http://tinyurl.com/AccessibleHomeAppliances and sign the petition. It will make it possible for blind and visually impaired people to make a meal or do laundry for ourselves. Living independently should not be a dream but a reality.

We discuss issues that will be taken before the representatives and senators to make a difference in the lives of blind individuals. This year we are working on two items. A secret ballot is our right, but unless legislation is passed we can only do this in some elections. A child can only be taught braille in school if the school approves. Just because a child has some vision should they be denied braille? We are working on changing this.
 

Please join your voice with ours and make a difference as only you can. Each individual has a specific task to accomplish but as we join our talents together we can accomplish anything.  As you can tell this is one of my passions. If you have any questions please feel free to contact me by phone (573) 429-1625 or e-mail cmcares@att.net
Dog Guide Division
By Erin Magoon

On October 25, 2014 the Guide Dog Division hosted a “using the tools in your toolbox” seminar in Kansas City.  It was an all day seminar and we put it on to teach people about the different tools they have to assist them in their travel.

We heard from several guest speakers about a variety of issues, offering various tips and techniques. The main point of the seminar was to show people that with either a dog or a cane you have the responsibility to keep yourself safe and there are several devices out there to help you.  We heard about the blind square and the Seeing Eye GPS and how they worked.  A GPS is very helpful when you are trying to find a particular place, street or kind of business.  However, as the presenters pointed out, a GPS is meant to assist you; it does not take the place of your cane, dog or most importantly your brain and ears.

We also heard from a person who talked about what it is like to lose a dog guide suddenly.  This individual shared the heartache that can go along with the joys, responsibilities and duties of having a guide dog.  A former president of a guide dog group talked about what a dog can do, but again how they do not replace a person’s ears, brain and responsibility for “looking” out for themselves.

Another person who spoke to us was an orientation and mobility instructor who talked about how things have changed over the years and how new legislation and devices have both improved independent travel and made it harder.  We had a guest speaker who had recently graduated from the Colorado Center for the Blind tell about her experiences at the center and what she learned.

We also talked about a guide dog users and a cane users rights and responsibilities and what it is like to use both.  Another person spoke about how a blind person can still travel in both the United States and abroad and how they can use the Internet to plan their own trips.

Finally, we talked about what the National Association of Guide Dog Users, the national division of the NFB, has been up to lately and demonstrated the NAGDU (National Association of Guide Dog Users) app.  The app has the laws for all fifty states, as well as the laws for restaurants, taxi cabs, hotels, hospitals, and airports/airplanes. All and all the seminar was a great success and we look forward to hosting another one soon.
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