DARS/Division for Blind Services

House Bill 3629 (which proposes to abolish DARS and transfer Blind Programs to the Department of Aging and Disability Services).

· I am opposed to consolidating DARS with any other agency or department. 

· DARS programs focus on rehabilitation and assisting persons with disabilities to live as independently as possible.  The flagship program is Vocational Rehabilitation, the primary focus of which is to help people with disabilities to become employed and taxpaying citizens, rather than being dependent on government subsidies.

· DADS programs focus on long-term care, which is very different from the focus of the DARS rehabilitation programs.

· This difference was recognized when HB 2292 reorganized health and human services, and DARS was created as a separate department with a primary focus on vocational rehabilitation.

· If the DARS programs are transferred to DADS, the focus of these rehabilitation programs will be diluted under the myriad of other programs administered by DADS, with their focus on institutionalization, rate setting and long-term care. 

· DBS programs (Vocational Rehabilitation, Independent Living, Blind Children’s Program) focus on rehabilitation services, resulting in blind individuals going to work and living as independently as possible.  

· Because the incidence of blindness in the general population is small, the services provided by DBS simply are not available elsewhere.  DBS staff receive specialized training and are experts in the field of blindness. 

· The Rehabilitation Act, which provides most of the funding for the Vocational Rehabilitation program, requires that the primary administration of the program remain with the designated state unit.  This is to ensure that the funds are spent on vocational rehabilitation services rather than being diverted to other programs.  As a result, any savings in administrative costs resulting from the consolidation would be minimal.

· Consolidating DARS with another Department can only result in reducing the effectiveness of the services intended to assist people who are blind with becoming employed and living independently.
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Vocational Rehabilitation Program 
· DBS serves approximately 10,000 consumers each year in the Vocational Rehabilitation Program.  

· Approximately 1,350 of these consumers either become employed or are able to maintain employment as the result of services provided.

· The average hourly earnings of the consumers who are closed successfully is approximately $13.50/hr.

· The average annual cost per consumer served in the VR program is approximately $5,000.  This cost is repaid many times over when a blind person becomes employed, begins paying taxes and no longer receives government subsidies such as Medicaid or TANF (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families).

· House Bill 1 (the appropriations bill) reduces funding for the DBS Vocational Rehabilitation Program by approximately $2 million per year.

· House Bill 1 projects that 1,462 fewer blind consumers will receive VR services each year as the result of the funding reduction.    
· With the reduction in the number served, it is estimated that the number of blind consumers whose cases are closed as employed will be reduced by about 200 per year.  Rather than earning a living and paying taxes, these individuals will continue receiving government assistance.
· The federal Vocational Rehabilitation Program matches state dollars on a 4 to 1 basis, a very effective use of state dollars.  With an additional appropriation of $400,000 in state general revenue funds, the Division for Blind Services can match federal funds, restore the budget to the current level, and continue serving approximately 10,000 consumers per year.  

· If these federal funds are not used by Texas, they will be used by other states.
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Blind Children’s Program

· The Blind Children’s Program serves about 3,800 children per year.  

· The services are geared toward helping blind children to live as independently as other children their age, and assisting parents with setting appropriate goals and expectations for their blind children.  The goal is for these children to grow up as independent, confident and responsible adults.
· DARS/Division for Blind Services is the only organization providing these specialized services.  They are not available elsewhere.  

· DBS staff receive intensive training in the area of vision loss and are the blindness experts.  These experts make the difference.

· Without these services, the natural inclination is for these children to be treated as dependent on others rather than independent and confident.

· House Bill 1 (the appropriations bill) would reduce funding for this program by approximately $1.5 million per year, which is approximately 1/3 of the current budget.  

· House Bill 1 also reduces the number of staff positions by 20, almost 1/3 of the positions currently allocated to the program.  As a result, about 13 caseloads will be abolished.  Approximately 900 fewer children will be served each year.  

· As a matter of fact, services will have to be terminated for approximately 900 children who are currently receiving services.  DBS will not have the staff resources needed to continue services for all the children currently receiving services.
· As a result, these children will not be as prepared to enter the vocational rehabilitation program.  Either it will take them longer to eventually become employed, or they may never become employed.

