DRAFT
Minutes

Iowa Commission for the Blind

February 5, 2013
1) Call to order and determination of quorum.  A meeting of the Iowa Commission for the Blind was called to order at 10:04 a.m. with the following members present:  Mike Hoenig, chair, Sandi Ryan, member, and Peggy Elliott, member.  Others in attendance:  Tiffany Bickell, Rich Sorey, Bruce Snethen, Lisa Davis, Sandy Tigges, Creig Slayton, Jo Ann Slayton, Gary Patterson, Curtis Chong, Peggy Chong, Elsie Monthei, Terry Poldberg, Sandy Poldberg, Roger Erpelding, Catherine Witte, Norma Boge, Jim Witte, Vivian Ver Huel, Al Bickell, Dave Coulson, Dave Hauge, Joyce Helm, Brandie Sebeniecher, Doug Elliot, Joe Van Lent, Sharon Omvig, Jim Omvig, Rick Dressler, Beth Hirst, Megen Johnson, Becky Criswell, Randy Landgrebe, Mary McGee, Cindy Ray, and the following via teleconference; Eugene Kleinow, Kate Thorpe, Mike Stout, Rebecca Barrionuevo, Fannie Mae Brown, Pat Meyer, John Hansen, Tia Mowry, Shirley Wiggins, and others that were inaudible.
2) Mr. Hoenig discussed the logistics for the meeting. He said that this is an informational meeting, and that the commission will not be taking any action today. He stated that the purpose for today is to give information on all the possible situations in regards to the budget.  
3) Mr. Snethen said that several days ago, he was asked to write up a plan for the director and the commissioners to consider and he thought he would read that today, but due to the possibility of public questions and comments, he decided to make his report shorter than he would have. On January 14th, he was told that the governor would recommend a $200,000 operating budget increase for the Department for each year of the next biennium beginning July 1, 2013. The same day, the Legislative Services Agency asked him how the increase would be used, and he expects that he’ll get more questions about that during the appropriations sub-committee hearing on Thursday. The clear answer to that may have some bearing on the decisions made in the legislature in the next three months about what the Department’s budget will be for the next two years. To the extent a dollar of appropriation is used for VR purposes, it matches almost $3.70 in additional title I formula grant money the Department cannot otherwise match with the existing general fund appropriations. Since the Department is already matching all available formula grant money in both the IL program and the Older Blind program the general fund budget increase would not match any additional funds that are now available to the Department, for either independent living or the older blind program. The sequestration of federal appropriations scheduled for January was postponed until March. If sequestration does occur, it is likely to affect the independent living and the older blind program formula grant money that the Department is now matching. In the case of the older blind program, this is money the Department is using at a rate that will exhaust the grant well before the current grant period ends in September, whether sequestration happens or not. Assuming sequestration or something similar the gap between the current spending rate in the older blind program and what Mr. Snethen anticipates will be matchable formula resources next year, is about $242,000.  Depending on the size of the appropriation passed during this current legislative session the available state and federal resources next year will sustain between 10 and 25 fewer staff positions than the 87 that are currently filled. From 2003 to 2005, the commission approved using more than $900,000 from gifts and bequests to match federal VR funds when the gifts and bequests fund balance was about $3.2 million.  It is now a bit over $2.7 million, including $125,000 previously approved for use in the older blind program.  In 2003, when the commission was mulling the use of gifts and bequests to match VR, there were concerns that donations would drop because consumers wouldn’t like how the funds were being used. Mr. Snethen said that history does not show that that pattern occurred. Since 2005, donations have ranged from $16,000 and $135,000 annually. The average of $60,000 per year exceeds the $40,000 average in the years running up to that point. There were also public suggestions at the time for the Department to look at its cost structure and make adjustments there. At the time, the commission expressed the desire to maintain staffing at the highest possible level, which is where most of the operating costs are. In 2004, filled full-time positions were 103. The Department is now budgeted for 88 positions with 87 filled. After the general fund budget was reduced again the commission approved the use of $290,000 in 2010 to match VR so that no title I money would revert. Using the budget increase for VR, if it passes, leverages matching funds at about $3.70 for every dollar. That would finance more of the Department’s operations in general. In the present circumstances, using a budget increase for IL or the older blind program doesn’t match any additional funds. The history of tough budget times shows that the legislature has a tendency to de-appropriate funds if they don’t leverage other funding sources. As Mr. Snethen indicated in a recent commission meeting, when the Department had recovery act funds, spending didn’t ramp up, but there were hiring decisions made because those funds were available despite being known as temporary. Out of those hires, there are only two who are not still employed here. A year ago during the condition of the state message, the governor said that he wanted no more gimmicks in the budget process. Under this heading, among other things, was the use of one-time financing for on-going operating costs. That could be suggested to apply not only to recovery act money but also gifts and bequests supporting either VR or IL. In September, the director and Mr. Snethen met with the governor’s budget director about the Department’s needs, and then submitted the budget request in October, and later submitted supplementary information, which was not in the official request but which argued $375,000 for VR and another $175,000 for IL. If the budget increase as it stands now is applied to VR and gifts and bequests funds are not used for the older blind program, then the older blind program will face staff reductions.  Another option includes the use of program income.  Program income has averaged about $355,000 per year for a long time, but it has ranged from $0 to over $1 million during a 12-month period, and there is no predicting how much it will be for a given year.  The program income generated by the Department comes from the operation of the VR program. It has always been used in the VR program, but it can be used for supported employment, independent living or the older blind program. Using it in one of those other programs is very much like squeezing a balloon at this point. Since October 1, the Department has generated $146,000 in program income. There are requirements program income be used before requesting cash payments under formula grants. The Social Security Administration published the January clearance report yesterday, and it appears that another $221,000 is on the way. Mr. Snethen opened the floor for questions.  Mr. Hoenig gave clarification on matching funds. He said that for every one dollar that the state appropriates, the federal government would match that with $3.70, so it’s a way of bringing in extra funding. Mr. Hoenig asked that in terms of the independent living budget, the document says that there would be an overall operating budget for IL and older blind of $657,908 annually, and now it’s looking like there would be a shortfall anywhere between $212,000 to $242,000.  He asked where the money is coming from this year and why it’s no longer available. Mr. Snethen said he would start with the $242,000 and that assumes that sequestration does happen, the numbers for the resource base in independent living that he cited include the existing formula grant for the older blind program and the formula grant for the part B grant, and the matching commitment that it takes to reach both of those.  He also said that the spending is a good deal greater than that.  So, up until most recently, last October 1, the Department had for a time, a bit more in the older blind grant, but the recovery act appropriations double funded the program for a year.  At September 30, 2012, the Department carried forward $80,000 of the formula grant for last year into the current year. Ms. Witte asked Mr. Snethen to define what program income is, and whether or not it’s something other than social security reimbursements. Mr. Snethen said that program income generally is any revenue that accrues from the operation of a federal grant program. For the Department it’s two forms. The major one is social security reimbursements that result from when a client goes to work and earns enough money at a job for enough time and the Department can file for and recoup all the costs pertaining to that client’s vocational rehabilitation plan. The other form is payments from Des Moines University for the rotation that their student doctors do in the Orientation Center. They pay the Department for having those students here. Ms. Witte requested that Mr. Snethen’s report be made available. Ms. McGee made an open records request that anything that is discussed here that she gets a copy of it for the National Federation of the Blind of Iowa.  Mr. Hoenig stated that there will be minutes and a recording available. 
4) Mr. Sorey said that Mr. Snethen covered a lot of the material he planned to cover, so he was going to hit some of the high points. He said that the initial budget request to the governor was an increase of $550,000 in each of the years in the biennium. He said that they did receive a recommendation of an increase of $200,000 per year in the biennium. He said that is was not what they wanted, but it was twice was recommended last year. The other issue is that the Department has not had an increase in state dollars for several years, so that continues to put the Department in a difficult situation. Mr. Sorey stated what was all funded out of the VR funding.  This included the rehabilitation counselors and placement specialists, the orientation center, the library, the BEP program, and operational costs. He said if the Department receives the increase and the Department uses that money for VR it is matchable, but if it is used in IL, that money is not matchable. If the Department receives the increase, Mr. Sorey said that the Department is still in a deep hole from a VR perspective. He said that they will try some things to manage the money more carefully. He gave some examples of the things he would look at. They included: looking at how college tuition is paid for and maintenance and living expenses. If the Department does not get the increase, or if it is received and used for IL, it would just make the cuts in VR deeper. At this point, he said that the Department is still going to be in a situation where there will be a need for staff reductions, regardless of whether extra funding is received or not. He stated that with the first round of reductions, the Department is looking at a savings of $426,000. Mr. Sorey stated that he wants to do everything he can to help the IL program because it is a critical program. He said that using program income for funding the IL program is very unstable because the Department does not get a set amount each year. He said that the best way to support the IL program is by using gifts and bequests funds to fund the program. He said it is not ideal, but that he wanted to not have to make cuts to the IL program. Mr. Sorey said that the situation in Iowa is not much different from other agencies around the nation in that most of the other agencies are also having budget issues. Mr. Sorey opened the floor for questions. Ms. Elliott said she wanted to ask and offer suggestions to two questions. Her first was “Why are we here?” and the second is “Where do we go?” She said that it’s important for people to understand why the Department is in this situation. She said that the last four years have been hard on everybody in the nation, giving the examples of family budgets, government budgets, small budgets, etc. Over the last five years, staff salaries have increased by almost $1 million. Over the last five years, compared budget to budget, about $1 million in reduction has occurred due to cuts at the state level, which has then cut the federal money that could be matched. She stated that it was essentially a $2 million reduction over the last five years that is caused by forces outside the agency. She discussed the recovery act money, saying that the money just put off the day when cuts would need to be made and now that is where the Department is. Ms. Elliott said that she has heard people say that the fault lies with the agency, and she stated that she doesn’t agree with that. Ms. Elliott said she would like to offer suggestions on where to go from here. She stated that she has received letters over the last few days urging the commission not to cut funding in IL. She said that they were not cutting IL. She said that those letters referred to another part of the Department’s services as equally important as IL. Ms. Elliott stated that over the last several months, she has heard what she believes are individual portions of the Department, staff, and consumers, taking sides. She said that it is not any single program that is important, but the entire Department as a whole. She said that it is important for everyone to go forward together as a team. She said that if the Department gets the raise in appropriations that has been recommended, it should be used to match federal funding. She said that it would strengthen the entire Department. Ms. Ryan said that there are hard times coming and the commission is not cutting budgets for any programs. She said that the letters they received would be great letters for the legislators to receive. She stated that the commission has no control over the budget, except to approve what is spent in certain ways. She said that this meeting was held for the commission to discuss what to do if there is any additional money that might be made available to the Department. She thanked Mr. Snethen for reporting on the budget so thoroughly. She said that the commission does not intend to get rid of any program in the Department, and it is not their intention, or the Director’s, to summarily cut staff or programming. She said that everyone needed to work together, or the independence of the Department that has been fought for will be gone. She asked that the staff work together and not fight amongst themselves. She said that changes must be made to be sure that blind Iowans continue to be served in the best way possible. Mr. Sorey said that when he came here, he was familiar with the Department and how great it was under the leadership of Dr. Jernigan. He said that the Department is still an outstanding agency, but that there is a lot of room to grow. He wants the Department to be the best Department that it can be. He believes that the Department can be the best agency in the country, even in these hard budget times. He said that everyone does need to work together. Mr. Sorey said that all the programs work together to make the Department great. There are three new students starting in the orientation center, and that the recent Braille Challenge was excellent because it was a real team effort. Mr. Hoenig said that he wanted to echo what was said by the other commissioners.  He said that the commission is not about cutting budgets, that they all want to keep as much as they can, but that they, as a commission, will not be able to stave off changes. He said that the letters the commissioners received were appreciated, but that they should also go to the legislators. He gave his background in working with blind Iowans, and saying that he understands how important each program is for the Department. Mr. Hoenig said that the Department, including the commissioners, were transparent on the decision making process, so that consumers and staff know why decisions are made. Mr. Hoenig opened the discussion for questions and comments from the audience. Mr. Omvig said that some people have talked about going to the legislators about getting the $550,000 that the Department needs.  Ms. McGee said that she spoke with a senator yesterday and he was going to request the $550,000. She said that the commission works for the taxpayers, so if people want to write letters about things that are happening, to accept them. Ms. McGee asked what Mr. Sorey is going to do with the volunteer force that is willing to work for the Department. Mr. Sorey said that he is willing to use volunteers in whatever way he could. He said that he and the commissioners do appreciate the letters they receive, and that they would be great letters for legislators to receive so that they understand exactly why the Department needs the increase in funding. Ms. Ryan said that if everyone interested in this budget would write to his or her own legislator, it would go a long way in helping the Department, since it is the Legislature that will be making a decision on appropriations. Mr. Sorey asked the audience to attend the hearing, to write letters and to make phone calls. Mr. Hoenig asked what committee the budget is with currently. Mr. Sorey said that the hearing is in front of the sub-committee on appropriations. Mr. Witte said that the Department has, in the past, furnished the names of those people on the sub-committee. He asked who the members are that consumers should contact, and the Department should have the names available for those who would like them. Mr. Hoenig asked if that was something that could be done. Mr. Sorey said that it could be done. Ms. Criswell said that what the commission is hearing from consumers is not so much trying to pit one program against another. She said that IL knows and lives out the belief that all the programs are intertwined and that they do work with the other staff. The teachers feel like they would be going out to fight a fire without equipment if it were not for the full array of services offered by the Department. She said that if the teachers aren’t out there doing that, a lot of the other services would be affected, by clients not getting the books they want from the library, or tours not coming in, getting students into the orientation center, if the teachers were not out there advocating for all of the Department’s services. She said that what the commissioners are hearing is concern about the IL budget and the priority of IL to be placed on a par with the other agency services. Ms. Ryan said that she didn’t have the impression that IL was doing that. Ms. Monthei said that the older blind population is always going to be here, and that needs to be remembered moving forward. She said that legislators need to be reminded about this. She discussed the implications of one person in a couple going to a nursing home and how that affects their income. She said that this issue needs to be thought about, because when you have a teacher going into a home and helping an older blind person learn the skills of blindness, it helps keep them out of a nursing home and keeps their income intact. The commission needs to look at the future.  Mr. Hoenig said he would urge people to talk with their senators and representatives and tell their stories. He said that the two consumer organizations should go to their national congressmen as well. Ms. Barrionuevo said that she had some concerns when she called in and she feels that they have been addressed in some way. She said she would appreciate it if those who don’t have computer access would be able to get copies of the fact sheet. Mr. Sorey said that it would be distributed. Mr. Van Lent said people need to get to know there legislators and keep communicating with them.  He said that people really needed to talk with the sub-committee to get them to realize how important it is to get funding for the Department. Ms. Thorpe said that she found this meeting interesting, and it it’s important to remember that there are blind Iowans all over the state. She stated that she has written her senator and representative, and that she wouldn’t be in her own home without the Department.
5) Consideration of holding a closed session pursuant to Code of Iowa section 21.5, paragraph 1a, “To review or discuss records which are required or authorized by state or federal law to be kept confidential or to be kept confidential as a condition for that governmental body’s possession or continued receipt of federal funds.” Ms. Elliott stated that after the closed session there would not be any further discussion on the budget. Ms. Elliott moved the commission move to closed session for the reason stated in the agenda. Ms. Ryan seconded the motion, and it passed unanimously. At 11:32 a.m., the commission entered a closed session.
6) At 11:57 a.m., the commission entered open session. 
7) There was no motion as to the item discussed. 

8) Ms. Ryan moved that the next meeting be tentatively scheduled for Saturday, April 13 at 10:00 a.m., with the understanding that the date may change. Ms. Elliott seconded, and the motion passed unanimously.
9) Adjournment. Ms. Elliott moved adjournment. Ms. Ryan seconded and the motion passed unanimously. 
Respectfully Submitted,

Mike Hoenig, Chairperson
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