DRAFT
Minutes

Iowa Commission for the Blind

April 21, 2015
1) Call to order and determination of quorum.  A meeting of the Iowa Commission for the Blind was called to order at 9:58 a.m., by Peggy Elliott, with the following members present:  Peggy Elliott, chair, Joe Van Lent, member, and Sandi Ryan, member. Others in attendance: Rich Sorey, Martha Sorey, Mary McGee, Cindy Ray, Roger Erpelding, Lora Van Lent, Sarah Willeford, Emily Wharton, Shawn Mayo, Doug Elliott, Keri Osterhaus, Bruce Snethen, Tiffany Bickell, Cip Qloud, Terry Elliott, Paige Easton,  and Colette Kotz.
2) Election of Chair and Secretary. Ms. Ryan nominated Ms. Elliott as chair. Mr. Van Lent seconded and the motion passed unanimously. Ms. Ryan nominated Ms. Bickell as secretary. Mr. Van Lent seconded and the motion passed unanimously.  
3) Action Item. Approval of January 6, 2015 Minutes. Mr. Van Lent moved the approval of the minutes. Ms. Ryan seconded and the motion passed unanimously. 
4) Deputy Director’s Report. Mr. Snethen stated that senate study bill 1277 was introduced yesterday, and it would appropriate for the Department for fiscal year 2016 $2,298,358 for operations and $52,000 for audio information services. Both of which are 
current appropriation levels. As Mr. Snethen mentioned in January, the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) created some new requirements in federal law.  RSA released new draft rules on the changes this month that run to several hundreds of pages. A major change is that the state VR agencies reserve 15% of the title one allotment for pre-employment transition services. For the Department, that 15% would be in the high $800,000 range. Currently, the Department has two positions allocated to transition functions together costing about $150,000. Mr. Snethen said that to spend the required percentage for pre-employment transition services it would require a very significant diversion of resources from other existing Department services financed by the VR funds. He said that a number of agencies in other states seem to have the same concern. He stated that administrative costs are now limited to 2.5% in the supported employment program versus 5% previously. States receiving supported employment allotments must use half the allotment for the provision of supported employment services that include extended services for youth, a new provision. This half is now also subject to a matching requirement of 10% of cost outlays, which would be about $3,200 per year. The act also added a cap of 5% for the recovery of the cost for administering the independent living (IL) grant. The act further replaces the designated state unit with a designated state entity and requires the state plan for independent living to be jointly developed and signed by the statewide independent living council chair, the designated state entity and 51% of the directors of IL centers. The act also moved the federal administration of the IL grant from RSA to the Department of Health and Human Services, which is in progress now. Mr. Snethen said that the union contract went to arbitration weeks ago. The arbitrator sided with the union on the matter of health insurance premiums and with management on the pay issue. The two-year contract will take effect in July and will result in additional costs for employee compensation for those covered by the union contract. This would be 2.5% across the board on July 1, 2015, 2.25% on July 1, 2016, 1.25% on January 1, 2017 and no reduction to the current 4.5% within-grade increase on annual salary review dates. He said that he will be using the pay period that ended April 9 to project the cost differential for next year. Whether these provisions concerning pay will apply to employees not covered by contract remains to be seen. Mr. Snethen stated that the elevators in the building will need some upgrades in the future, although it’s not clear how soon this will have to be done. He said that early estimates from the architects are that the work will be very expensive. He said that in the fall of 2013, the Department issued a request for proposals (RFP) for a new library circulation system. That RFP was withdrawn out of concerns about pricing and the receipt of only two responses. He stated that a new RFP had been sent to the attorney general’s office two weeks ago, and it’ll be released soon. The goal would be a new circulation system functioning by January 1, 2016 and result in the end of the Department’s participation in the existing Consortium of User Libraries. The Department is also due for an upgrade to the phone system later this year and ICN has said that they have the budget to do this. Mr. Snethen said that the store is once again accepting Visa, Mastercard and Discover credit cards, with a minimum purchase of $5. He said that on Friday of last week, the Department accepted a check from the Friends of the Iowa Library amounting to $4,000. The balance in the Gifts & Bequests fund this morning is $2,722,584. He stated that the fiscal year to date revenue is $97,007 and expenses from Gifts and Bequests are $29,916. Ms. Elliott asked for clarification on the expense of getting the elevators repaired. Mr. Snethen said it would be about $750,000 to $900,000, and the implementation would be within the next two or three years. Ms. Elliott asked about the cost of the pay raises in the union contract. She asked if the Department could possibly lose a position due to this. Mr. Snethen said it’s a potential. Ms. Elliott said that this is not a fault or a blame, but that it is what it is, and that it needs to be understood that in the future, the union contract will have an effect on employment. Mr. Snethen said that there have consistently been salary increases with no salary adjustment appropriation in the budget. 
5) Director’s Report. Mr. Sorey said that these are challenging times in rehabilitation, and not just for the Department, but all across the nation. He said that there are also opportunities for everyone, and a way for staff to ask how they can fine tune what they are doing. He said that the Department had a clean audit report for fiscal year 2013. He attributed that to the hard work of all the staff, especially Mr. Snethen. Mr. Sorey said that he and Mr. Snethen have been working with Fred Schroeder on the 15% spending requirement for the transition programs, to compile some comments for the National Council of State Agencies for the Blind (NCSAB) to make within the 60 day comment period. He said that they want to make RSA aware of their concerns of the impact of some of the changes that are going to occur. Mr. Sorey stated that the pre-employment transition services are loosely defined and another thought is to get across to RSA is that Congress’ intent was to ensure that services are provided to the maximum level for transition youth. He said that Dr. Schroeder will make some comments on behalf of NCSAB, there will be comments individually made and the state of Iowa will be making some comments. Mr. Sorey said that he and Mr. Snethen and Ms. Osterhaus are on work groups for this. He said that this is an opportunity to partner with other agencies to benefit blind Iowans. Mr. Sorey said there is also a mandate to work with employers and stated that the Department does this already, but will be able to do more of it. Mr. Sorey said that another thing he wants to work on is the supported employment funding. He said that he wants to ensure that the Department is using that funding to the highest capacity for clients with secondary disabilities. Mr. Sorey said that the Department is focusing on using placement specialist to generate employment outcomes and relationships with businesses. Mr. Sorey asked Ms. Osterhaus to discuss the VR program. Ms. Osterhaus shared a couple of client closures. She discussed a client who, after receiving services, is now receiving over $26 an hour as a teacher. Another client, who came to the Department when in high school, is working 36 hours a week as a nurse, earning just over $25 an hour. The final client she shared, is a client who is working with the US Air Force as a contract consultant and is making just over $24 an hour working full-time. Ms. Osterhaus said that during March, she went throughout the state hosting public hearings for the needs assessment. She stated that there was not a large turnout, but she did have a chance to talk one-on-one with some clients about their concerns. She said that main concern she heard about was transportation, as Iowa is a rural state, and it’s difficult for clients to get around. One person told Ms. Osterhaus that it can cost $100 to come to Des Moines, due to having to pay a driver to get them here. Ms. Osterhaus said that while she was out doing these hearings, she was able to meet with the Iowa Workforce Development workers throughout the state to discuss the services offered by the Department. Ms. Osterhaus went on to say that she is in the process of adding another employment specialist to the staff who will be based out of Johnson county, working in eastern Iowa to generate partnerships with employers. This person will also work with clients to help them with job-seeking tools, as well as working with the transition-age clients to get the students job skills. Ms. Elliott asked for clarification on when the transition spending requirements will be in effect. Mr. Snethen said this fiscal year. Ms. Elliott said that she understood them to be saying that there is no way they can spend $800,000 this fiscal year on transition. Mr. Snethen said she is correct. Mr. Sorey said that there are things that staff can do to spend program money on transition, but not the required amount. Ms. Elliott asked about the plans for the summer, and Ms. Osterhaus discussed the different programs that are planned. Ms. Elliott asked Ms. Osterhaus to bring some of the ideas that are being discussed to the next meeting. Ms. Elliott discussed the proposed elimination of homemakers/unpaid family workers as a legitimate 26 closure and limiting 26 closures to competitive employment. She said that she understood that this proposal was not supported by blind agencies around the nation. There was discussion on this. Mr. Sorey asked Ms. Mayo to talk about the orientation center. Ms. Mayo talked about the mentoring project. She said that applications are being accepted for mentors in the program. She encouraged blind Iowans to fill out an application to be a mentor to help other blind Iowans with any questions they may have. Ms. Mayo said that there are currently 11 students in the center, she said that they are working on getting higher numbers of students in the center. She said that the students are participating in several evening activities including, hockey games, fiddlers’ association, among others. They are looking at arena football games and Iowa Cubs games in the spring and summer. Ms. Mayo said that the jobs class is going well. She stated that she is in the process of interviewing for a Braille instructor. Ms. Mayo said that she is working on setting benchmarks for the classes in the center. Ms. Elliott said that the commissioners would be interested in hearing about Braille instruction at the next meeting. Mr. Sorey asked Ms. Wharton to discuss technology team. Ms. Wharton said that there will be a technology road show that will happen in Des Moines on May 8. People will be able to make hour-long appointments to get training on specific pieces of equipment. She said that this will be a test run before the program is launched across the state. Ms. Wharton said that the orientation center now has their own server, which is separate from the Department server. This will help the students log onto any computer and be able to access all their own files. Mr. Sorey said that Kim Barber is not at the meeting, but said that she and her staff are doing well in the independent living program. He discussed the recent senior orientation and has received a lot of positive feedback. He said that independent living staff are continuing their work with veterans. Mr. Sorey said that Ms. Barber is working on hiring a person for a teacher position, and will be recruiting to fill another position. Mr. Sorey said that there will be three senior orientation sessions this year. Mr. Sorey asked Ms. Willeford to talk about the library. Ms. Willeford said that the Braille Challenge was a success with 18 youth participating. She stated that the Perowsky workshop had just happened, and it was well attended. Ms. Willeford said that the library staff is working on partnering with public libraries across the state so that library patrons can get information and some support at their local libraries. She said that the library will be hosting a pre-conference event in October for the Iowa Library Association conference. Ms. Willeford discussed the summer reading club. There will be a book discussion club started that will be discussing old-time radio shows. Ms. Willeford said that the staff is working on the backlog of items waiting to be uploaded to BARD. Mr. Sorey said that he would like to thank Mary McGee for her work at the department. 
6) Public Comment.  Mr. Elliott was glad to hear about the students today, and looks forward to hearing more about them in the future. Ms. Qloud asked Ms. Osterhaus about checking into job placements at Camp Dodge. Ms. Osterhaus agreed. Ms. Ryan said that she is very happy to be reappointed to the board. She said that she hopes that blind Iowans will help the board members improve the services and programs, communicate with the commission and the department if there are problems or concerns that they need to have heard, and work with everyone to make Iowa the best state to live in if a person is blind. She said that she wanted to invite the small group that have worked from a place of contention to work with the commission and the department to strengthen and improve services for the blind. Ms. Ryan asked everyone to stop the negativity and start working together to help all blind Iowans and if a person thinks they can’t do this, she requested that they move on. 
7) Time and Place of Next Meeting. Ms. Ryan moved that the next meeting be tentatively scheduled for Saturday, June 20 at 10:00 am. Mr. Van Lent seconded, and the motion passed unanimously. 
8) Adjournment.  Mr. Van Lent moved adjournment. Ms. Ryan seconded, and the motion passed unanimously. 
Respectfully Submitted,
Peggy Elliott
Chairperson
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