SRC – DIRECTOR’s REPORT 3/7/09

I want to start by talking about what's happening in the state, and in the agency, so you can understand the context, the environment, for some very tough decisions that we're facing.  And the situation is very complex.  
 

Let me first recap some things you may already know, as well as give you some new information:

            
· This fiscal year, at the direction of the Governor's office, we made emergency short-term cuts of $244,000. 
· The Governor's budget for the upcoming biennium requires us to make cuts of $137,000 per year.  This is in state-only funds.  (As you know, our state dollars impact our ability to capture federal dollars at a 20/80 ratio.)  When the Governor’s budget was developed, the forecast for a revenue shortfall was at about $3.2 billion.
· Things have grown much more serious since February 18th, when the state published the findings of a special interim revenue forecast.  Now the projected shortfall is close to $8 billion dollars.  To give you a sense of the magnitude of this: if every state employee were laid off for a year, it would still not make up for the shortfall.

· The Legislature is now struggling mightily with these issues.  Things are on a very fast track.  The Senate budget cuts are expected to be severe.   We still don't know how severe.

· Every state director was asked by the Governor's office to reinvent how government does business, to truly think outside the box, and beyond that, to consider what things the state might stop doing, or what efforts might be consolidated.  Last week, every agency was required to submit to the Governor’s office at least five ideas for eliminating or consolidating programs.
· The Governor has made it crystal clear in press releases that I have passed on to you, through the media and in every venue, that Children and early intervention are a top priority for our state in this crisis.  Children and jobs.  This makes sense for people who are blind or visually impaired too.  As we know, what happens with children and families totally sets the stage and expectations for the future. Totally influences how people prepare for the world of work.
· At the national level, we have a stimulus package coming to us, which is great news, and I will talk about that later.  But it is very short term and comes with specific accountability requirements.
 

 

DSB’s specific situation: 
 

· We started the year with fewer VR case dollars than last year, then we had to make additional cuts.  At the same time, costs for assistive technology and higher education have significantly increased.  A big piece of good news is that we now have 12 more successful employment outcomes than we had at this same time last year (82/70).  Amazing in this economy!  This also means we are spending more money earlier.

· Now we have enough trend information to know that we need to pay attention to the fact that there is a possibility we may end the year with as much as  a $275,000 gap in VR case service dollars.
 

· We absolutely know, from the experience of consumers all over the nation, that we do not want to put people on waiting lists and go to an order of selection.  Now I'm talking about both VR and IL.

· Beyond that, we know that an order of selection would make us extremely vulnerable to consolidation.  Agencies are consolidated when efficiency is an issue.
 

 

OUR VISION:
 

Even in the face of this environment and in the face of these challenges, we have a vision:   Seamless services to blind and visually impaired people throughout the state regardless of age or circumstance.
 

What does this mean?
 

First, to remind you, our core mission (in both federal and state statute) is to provide services to the entire age range of people experiencing blindness or visual disability.  We need to maintain and sustain these services as robustly as we can. 
 

· The needs are growing!  But even now, we are responding annually to these needs: 

    -  1100 to 1200 in VR field services
    -  1100 plus in older blind Independent Living services
    -  150 plus under age 55 IL customers
    -   Around 650 children and families
    -  166 served by Newsline
    -  Around 90 deaf-blind customers at DBSC
    -  32 in BEP (plus their employees)
    -  OTC - average in residential program has been 21 per year over last six years (about 14 of these per year have been from parts of the state that precluded them being day students)
 

· So we need to serve over 3000 statewide, and the need is growing!  We need to serve our entire constituency in the most efficient and effective way possible.

 

· We know that the Governor's priority is on children.  And this makes sense for us too.  These kids are the future.  They become our VR customers.  The earlier we can help families have high expectations and create developmental opportunities for their kids the better.

· We have a tremendous resource and specialized expertise in our staff.  (And about 30% of our staff are blind or have other disabilities.)  Every direct service delivery staff person means service to around 100 consumers in a year.  I am fierce about maintaining our infrastructure and the ability to deliver the best services possible to the most people possible to accomplish our core mission.
 

· We do not want to make people around the state, whether VR or IL, wait for services - order of selection.

· We want to preserve the unique services and expertise related to issues of blindness available in the state of Washington.  This means preserving the infrastructure.  We want to grow our capacity to provide alternative skills of blindness training.  
 

 

To that end, we have been giving considerable thought about how to maximize available resources and how to create sustainability for the future:
 

· We have put forward our best strategic thinking, but nothing is cast in iron and we are still listening.

· Let me describe our current idea about how to maximize available resources and prepare for the future.  We are open to ideas that solve the whole complex problem that we may not have considered and we will listen to you.
 

Again, the vision:
 

        DSB is the one-stop resource for blindness services, cradle to grave, statewide.
        We have regional teams that respond to customer needs regardless of customer age or circumstance in the most timely, seamless and effective way possible.  Provide better services in an integrated approach.
       (Break down the old program silos.)
 

Necessities and critical factors:
 

        Accomplish the mandated cuts ($137,000 state only dollars per year) by cutting $80,000 from C&F and $57,000 from a range of cuts, including the state portion spent on the OTC apts.
        Minimize the impact on federal dollars and avoid order of selection in both VR and IL.
        Manage our resources in the most cost efficient manner possible to avoid consolidation.
        Preserve our infrastructure for the full range of services, cradle to grave.  (Preserve our core programs.)
        Maintain and develop our unique internal expertise related to issues of blindness.  Grow our capacity to provide intensive alternative skills of blindness and job readiness training
        Do our best for the most.  Can’t build our program around the exceptional circumstance.  We can always make creative exceptions.
 

How to maximize available resources:  We have analyzed various scenarios, but the one we have presented to you seems to offer the most benefit for the most customers under the current circumstances.  Let me describe this scenario.
 

        We want to take our cuts to the extent possible from state-only dollars and minimize the impact on federal dollars.  Therefore, the cuts start in the state-dollar-only child and family program.  But – the good news is that Part B IL dollars can serve customers from birth through age 55.  We can re-deploy internal staff to serve those adult customers (about 150), accomplish $80,000 of our required state-only cut, and still continue to serve families and children (birth through 13)
        To deliver integrated and full spectrum services (serving all ages), we need additional rehabilitation teaching expertise in the field.  Two or three staff from the existing C&F programs and/or the OTC would need to be re-deployed to the field.

        If we stopped renting the apartments, it would save us close to $160,000 per year.  (Includes the residential contract and stipends).  We could intensify and expand the OTC day program to include IL and/or  Transition students in addition to our traditional VR customers.
        The current apartments are in poor condition and create a risk, and we have not yet identified an affordable replacement.  Running the apartments now costs us about $160,000 per year - just the apartments, not the training.   We have tried to justify the high cost of the apartments per customer for several years by developing outcome and return-on-the-dollar data, but this data may not be convincing to budget developers in the face of the serious economic crisis in our state.
 

Ideas suggested for providing residential experiences without the apartments and for expanding the impact of the OTC (historically about 14 non-local students per year).
 

        Provide intensive OTC training for Transition students and IL (part B) ,as well as VR customers. 
        Use alternative housing as appropriate, such as weekly or monthly extended stay accommodations.
        Dean has offered the use of WSSB cottages on campus during the summer.  Conduct intensive workshops in local areas.

· These alternatives would still incur costs.

 

Other scenarios and issues we have considered:
 

        Lay offs – but then you reduce service delivery capacity which can impact hundreds of customers, cause state unemployment to rise, and create a bumping sequence with staff.
   
        Cut services to children and families through layoffs.  But then you lose the infrastructure to preserve those services for the future, and lose the ability to grow services to other populations (such as serve some IL customers in the OTC).  We prefer to maintain our ability to serve about 300 children and adults through IL Part B.  If we laid off two C&F staff, that would affect at least 200 customers and families per year.  Governor’s priority is on children.  These kids become our VR customers.  Early intervention is critical.

        Cut state over-match to Independent Living and reduce services to this very needy population.  Very undesirable!
        Deplete VR case service dollars and go to an order of selection (then vulnerable to consolidation).  Nasty.

        Cut Newsline – won’t work.  It’s BEP funds

        Cut DBSC – a special appropriation (Legislature restored the cut we had made for this FY).

· Reduce the number of apartments as an interim measure.  We are still exploring this possibility.

· Ask customers to participate financially based on a sliding fee structure.  VR analysis makes this look undesirable.

 

We will be receiving stimulus funds:
 

· These are one-time-only, can't create ongoing costs.
· Must result in jobs or infrastructure improvements that sustain and create jobs 
· We will have very specific accountability requirements for outcomes.  We are listed on the Governor’s accountability web site www. recovery.wa.gov

· Can’t us the funds to conduct business as usual.
· We are considering collaboration with DVR and/or Worksource programs on some paid internships/ industry-based projects
· We hope to beef up IL contracts for older blind during the stimulus period
· IL service provider training might be a possibility for building infrastructure
· Other ideas (if allowed):
· System 7 applications for OTC, BEP, Fiscal, HR
· Expand YES
Nothing is implemented yet.  We are still listening.  Want the best plan for the future of services to blind people in Washington
 

I want you to know that as the Director:
 

· I value the importance and the impact of the OTC residential component enormously.  I know it makes an enormous difference in the lives of individuals who have that experience.

· I am accountable for assuring the future viability and sustainability of the agency.
·  I am accountable for serving the entire range of citizens we are mandated to serve.  Core mission in statute: children, independent living vulnerable adults, economy and jobs (BEP).

· I am looking for the plan/solution that has the least negative impact on the fewest people and the biggest positive impact on our ability to fulfill our mission and sustain specialized services for the blind in the future.
 

SRC role:
 

        The SRC represents particular constituencies, analyzes and makes policy recommendations.
        The agency is accountable to the Governor and the Legislature for responsible management of resources within budget constraints and for “reinventing government”.
  

Other issues:
 

· Providers struggling to stay in business
· Hiring freeze
· Boards and commissions in jeopardy
· BEP military base contracts in dispute
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