DRAFT
Minutes

Iowa Commission for the Blind

November 27, 2012
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, present via telephone, Jim Omvig, member, and Peggy Elliott, member.  Others in attendance:  Rich Sorey, Tiffany Bickell, Bruce Snethen, Maryfrances Evans, Mary McGee, Doug Elliott, Jan Borgwardt, Nami Wallace, Sandy Tigges, Sandi Ryan, Michael Barber, Joyce Helm, Nichole Phelps, Peggy Chong, Norma Boge-Conyers, Beth Hirst, Randy Landgrebe, Pat Smith, Roger Erpelding, Rick Dressler, Curtis Chong, Shan Sasser, Megen Johnson, Becky Criswell, Jackie Wipperman, and Elsie Monthei.
2) Mr. Hoenig proposed moving up the Director’s Report and moving the Gifts & Bequests action item to be included in the discussion of financials. Ms. Elliott moved changing the agenda with the amendment suggested by the chair.  Mr. Omvig seconded and the motion passed unanimously. 
3) Approval of Minutes from September 15, 2012.  Mr. Omvig moved approval of the June 5 minutes. Ms. Elliott seconded and the motion passed unanimously.  

4) Director’s Report. Mr. Sorey discussed case closures. He stated that the Department is making progress in closures. He said that last year the Department exceeded the closure goal of 80 successful closures by closing 82 cases successfully, with 12 of those closures being homemaker closures, the other 70 were competitive closures. He said that 56 percent of those closures are working at least 32 hours a week, with an average wage of $17-$18 per hour for full-time employment. The part-time wage average was $10-$11 per hour. He added that so far this year, there are 14 successfully closed cases, with another 42 cases where clients are in employment status. Mr. Sorey stated that 86 percent of clients that had a vocational rehabilitation plan developed were closed successfully. Mr. Sorey was asked to discuss strategies for continued improvement for these statistics. He stated that there will be a training put on in early December put on by the Technical Assistance Continuing Education Center (TACE). This will provide counselors with training in a variety of areas, including increased involvement in their clients’ cases, job interviewing, job shadowing, etc. Mr. Sorey stated that the placement specialists will work more actively with clients who are in job ready situations, and they will work closely with the counselors. The placement specialists will also work on partnerships with employers in the different communities. This would include sensitivity training with the employers so they understand blindness better. He said that staff will continue to work on the technology curriculum.  Ms. Elliott asked what the caseload is currently. Mr. Sorey said it was approximately 390 open cases. Ms. Elliott asked what the caseload per counselor is currently. Mr. Sorey had Ms. Johnson answer this and she stated that the average would be from 38-mid-40’s. Ms. Elliott asked how many referrals in fiscal year 2011 generated IPPE’s. Mr. Sorey said that there were 162 applications last year, and he didn’t have the exact number that she was looking for. He stated that staff is working on gathering all the end of year data, and it was not all compiled yet. Mr. Sorey said that he is working with the orientation center to revise the student survey. One item will be to see how each student felt about their training. Mr. Omvig asked if this was the survey the students fill out when they graduate. Mr. Sorey said that it is the exit survey. He stated that he has worked with Ms. Tigges on communication between center staff, counselors and other staff. There will be a formal meeting between the new student, the counselor, teachers, and Sandy. This will happen throughout the student’s time here. He said that this will help to enhance the overall training at the center. He went on to say that the counselors are working to get more initial tours and to get the students to be more informed on the Business Enterprise Program (BEP). He stated that the center numbers are at 5 right now, but he said that he had researched that number and noticed that the number of students typically drops off during the fourth quarter.  There were 22 students that graduated from the center. Mr. Omvig said that it’s a good thing to introduce students to BEP, but what are the opportunities for locations for the vending program. Mr. Sorey said that he and Mr. Erpelding are working on this.  Ms. Elliott asked if the board was going to discuss the BEP strategic plan. Mr. Sorey said that it could be put on the agenda for the next meeting. Ms. McGee wanted to know about the statistics connecting outreach with the Lions Clubs, doctors, etc. to students in the center. Ms. Elliott stated that the figures from a few minutes ago don’t apply to just the center, but to the entire Department. The numbers do show a rise in referrals, but the staff does need to get more people in the center. Mr. Sorey said that the Department does need to do a better job in getting students into the center. Ms. Elliott said that clients don’t seem to be getting the message that the center is important in their lives. Mr. Sorey said that the staff needs to get clients who are thinking about attending the center or those who have applied for VR services to talk to people who have gone through the center to realize how important the skills they learn are in their lives. Mr. Hoenig said that it needs to be incorporated in the cultures of what the counselors are doing when working with clients. Ms. Borgwardt said that there needs to be outreach to the family of the client as well. Ms. Ryan reminded Mr. Sorey that there are a lot of people out there that would be willing to volunteer to talk to new clients and families.  Mr. Sorey agreed with Ms. Ryan and said that the whole process is a partnership and the most valuable input a person can receive is from former students. Mr. Sorey said that he would be happy to utilize volunteers. Ms. Elliott stated that the change in how the counselors and teachers communicate needs to happen before the volunteer program can start. Mr. Sorey discuss a meeting with the regional director of vision educators. Mr. Landgrebe and Ms. Johnson were in on that meeting. There will be a retreat with these people to help strengthen the partnership between the Department and Teachers of the Visually Impaired. Mr. Omvig stated that part of the meeting needs to touch on how important the center is. Ms. Elliott said that strengthening the transition program and getting students to the Department for training in transition and agency awareness before they graduate from high school is important. Mr. Sorey said that there will be more retreats for the transition program, but the upcoming one will focus on pre-college students. There will be other retreats focusing on other areas to work with those graduating from high school who don’t plan on going to college. Ms. Johnson stated that this is the statewide vision management team, and gave a background on the group. Mr. Omvig stated that the staff needs to work with this age group and get them into the building for tours and to get them familiar with the program. Mr. Sorey went on to discuss the outreach activities. He said that there were vision resource fairs in Iowa City and Waterloo, staff is starting to do some work on reaching out to the Hispanic population in Iowa, the magazine is coming out soon, and there were eight community based trainings. Mr. Sorey said that the Department had their budget hearing with the Governor yesterday. He said that now all he can do is to wait and hear what the Governor’s office will recommend. Mr. Omvig asked where the Braille signage was for the building. Mr. Dressler said that he is working on it currently. Mr. Hoenig asked about responses to the oral history project. Ms. Sasser discussed this and stated that there was not an active request for feedback. Mr. Hoenig asked if there were any anecdotal comments, and Ms. Sasser said that there weren’t. Mr. Sorey said that Mr. Omvig wrote an article about the 100th year celebration that will be in the Braille Monitor. Mr. Sorey stated that there is a lot of work with clients that have secondary disabilities, and there will be a part of the upcoming training for counselors dealing with that area of rehabilitation. 
5) Deputy Director’s Report.  Mr. Snethen said that the balance of the Gifts & Bequests fund as of today was $2,677,480. On October 29, the Department received $144,814 from the social security administration for two claims that were submitted on July 26. There are a number of others pending worth more. The Department’s general fund appropriation is less now than in 2002, and one-third less than at the beginning of fiscal year 2009, when the legislature started de-appropriating money. Employee compensation during 2013 is budgeted to top $7 million for 88 full-time employees, compared with $5 million spent in 2002 for 98 full-time employees. During the past 10 years, there have been efforts to be somewhat circumspect in replacing departing employees. Employee compensation is now fully two-thirds of the operating budget. In the older blind program, it is a much greater percentage of total spending at 88 percent as compared with VR where it is 69 percent. Spending on all other department expenses in 2012 was 32 percent of operations. In 2002, it was 38 percent. During most of the last 10 years, the VR grant also benefitted from an inflation index increase, appropriated by Congress, unlike other programs administered by the Department. During years when the Department’s general fund appropriations supported doing so, the Department also obtained hundreds of thousands of dollars each year off other VR agencies surrendered for lack of match. This is no longer possible with the Department’s current general fund appropriation level. September 2009 was the last time the Department received re-allotted money distributed by RSA that was released by other states because they could not match it. In the older blind program, conditions are different. Apart from the recovery act, which double-funded the program for one year, the size of the formula grant is less than what it was a few years ago. There has been no opportunity to get funds from other states because they have not released any. In addition to this, the preponderance of the Department’s referrals are aged 55 and older, which has also been true for some time. That ratio has increased a bit in recent years, and Mr. Snethen believes that the allocation of time spent by staff in this program reflects this. For about the past four years, there has been no salary adjustment appropriations from the legislature to fund any employee raises, which are, to some extent, a matter of the union contract or executive branch policy, and to some extent at the director’s discretion. Based on what Mr. Snethen learned yesterday, there is no reason to anticipate a salary adjustment appropriation next year, either. Without the recovery act appropriation and several years when additional VR funds were available from other states, the Department would have arrived at this point a couple of years ago in both the VR and older blind programs. As of September 30, 2012 the Department reported $79,972 carried over in the older blind program to the current year. Together with matching funds this year, Mr. Snethen said he expects the formula grant to be somewhere below $375,000 subject to sequestration. At that level, he expects the funds in the older blind program to be exhausted by, approximately, July 19. Ms. Elliott asked if he was calculating that on the federal fiscal level, and Mr. Snethen said he was. The grant period ends September 30, and at this point it looks like the grant funds will be exhausted before September 30 arrives. Mr. Omvig asked if this is if the Department doesn’t get additional funds. Mr. Snethen said yes. There was discussion on the budget hearing and the $175,000 that had been requested. Ms. Elliott wanted to confirm that if you compare 2007 to this year, the agency has $800,000 less in state appropriations and $900,000 more in salary obligations. Mr. Snethen said this is correct. Ms. Elliott asked for an estimate of how much less federal money there is. Mr. Snethen said he didn’t. Ms. Elliott asked for an estimate on how much it costs to run the older blind program in a month. Mr. Snethen said about $50,000. There was further discussion on the allocation for older blind funds. Mr. Hoenig asked if these funds are matchable, and Mr. Snethen said that it requires a 10 percent match, and it’s the same as the matching rate in the IL part B grant. Ms. Elliott said she would like to ask that the Department carefully separate how the Department thinks about services and funding in Iowa. She has heard a lot of comments over the last several weeks about “That’s not how it’s done in Iowa.” She said that there is only one concept that should be attributed to how things are done in Iowa, and that it is that the Department believes in high quality services to the blind of Iowa. She said that given what Mr. Snethen just explained that she would propose that the Department may not want to do things the same in the future. She stated that the Department needs to look at how to serve blind Iowans more efficiently and with the same high standard of service. She said that senior orientations are more effective, and that there should be more of them. She asked if the extra position funded by the recovery act would be filled since it had been vacated. Mr. Sorey said it would not be at this time. Ms. Elliott stated that she had seen a press release about a speaking engagement in Newton that stated that a person did not need to be visually impaired to receive services. Ms. Criswell said that a person may be functionally blind, but not at the legal definition of legal blindness, and she said that since they are functionally blind, they are served since they will be legally blind in the future. Ms. Elliott asked Mr. Snethen if the amount of money the older blind program would need to stay solvent would be up to $125,000. Mr. Snethen said from July through the end of the grant period in September, it would be about $50,000. Ms. Elliott moved that up to $125,000 be available to the IL program from July to September of this fiscal year. Mr. Omvig seconded the motion. Mr. Hoenig said he wanted to understand in functional terms what this means for the future of the IL program, and what the decision process would be for this. Ms. Elliott said that is why she is making the motion, to buy time to find ways to operate in a resource scarce environment. Mr. Omvig said that the board is only talking about one year, and he would not be interested in using the fund every year. Mr. Sorey said that it wouldn’t make the group feel better, but this situation is not unique to Iowa. Mr. Hoenig called the question, and it passed unanimously. Ms. Elliott stated that the motion was specific to IL and not for VR. Mr. Omvig asked if the fact sheet for consumers to give to their representatives when they discuss the budget. Ms. McGee asked where she could pick some up. Mr. Barber asked when an email would go out with the document attached. Mr. Sorey said that it would be going out by Friday and print copies would be in the front office. 
6) Parameters for Commissioner and Staff Communication. Mr. Hoenig said that there have been communications received in the past few months, and he asked when items needs to come before the board. Mr. Omvig asked if there were any rule about the powers of the director and when something should come to the board. Mr. Snethen said he knows of nothing that regulates communication, and in his opinion, it should not be an administrative rule. Ms. Ryan discussed the last time this issue came up, there was a document that was written, but it was later thrown out.  Mr. Sorey said that he tries to keep the commissioners up-to-date on the Department, and if the commissioners would like to discuss something with him, he is open to communication. 
7) Review of Draft Performance Appraisal Document. Mr. Hoenig said that at the end of a year, the commissioners review the director’s performance. Ms. Elliott said that they could use the form used during the review of Ms. Keninger. Mr. Hoenig said that that was a constructive process, and he plans to do that and the other commissioners should do that as well. 

8) Public Comment.  Ms. Smith gave background on what the Friends of the Iowa Library has done in the last year. She let the commissioners know that dues are only $20, and she asked about outreach opportunities that the group could do on behalf of the Department. Mr. Hoenig asked if the members travel. Ms. Smith stated that they do travel around the state for speaking engagements. Ms. Evans thanked the Department for the support they give IRIS, and said that the way they work together is critical for blind Iowans. She said that she would be glad to help the Department with outreach, and could record spots about upcoming events and air them on IRIS. Ms. Evans discussed the new audio description project at the Civic Center, and asked for help letting people know about the program. Ms. Ryan wanted the commissioners to be aware of the hearings for the feasibility committee on services for deaf, hard of hearing, blind and deaf-blind students. Yesterday the group disbanded. Ms. Ryan said that the group never actually discussed whether merging services was appropriate, and when she tried to voice an opinion, she was not heard. She said that Shirley Kelly said that the administrations have merged, and that’s just the way it’ll be. The committee said that they would like to have five regional sites providing the extra services to all these students in the same centers, but not in the same classrooms. Two of the centers will be ISD in Council Bluffs and the Iowa Braille campus such as it is. Ms. Ryan gave the statistics in regards to the budgeting for both programs. There was further discussion on this committee. Mr. Sorey stated he felt the same displeasure as everyone else.
9) Time and Place of Next Meeting. Ms. Elliott moved the next meeting be held on January 12 at 10:00 am.  Mr. Omvig seconded and the motion passed unanimously.
10) Adjournment. Ms. Elliott moved adjournment. Mr. Omvig seconded and the motion passed unanimously. 
Respectfully Submitted,

Mike Hoenig, Chairperson
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