Michigan Commission for the Blind

State Plan Comments from the Public Meetings Held on 
July 9, July 11 and July 13, 2012
The guidelines of receiving Public Comment were reviewed at the beginning of each meeting.  
Lansing Public Comments:
Attendees:

1. Leamon Jones, Chairperson

2. Diamalyn Gaston, Recorder – Meeting Secretary

3. Elsie Duell, Timekeeper

4. Pat Cannon, Director

5. Bob Robertson

6. Elizabeth White

7. Susan Turney

8. Sue Chinault

9. Julia Burdgick

10. Carla Haynes

11. Fred Schroeder
#1

Hello, my name is Joe Sontag, I’m a regular attendee of commission meetings and other commission functions for quite some time and a long time participant of commission activities and some time critic.  I don’t have a whole lot to say, particularly I read the state plan and the amendments and the attachments and I gotta say to state that it was probably one of the most dry repetitious things I’ve read in a long time but I do understand that there  is a need for that to happen. 

Two points I wanted to hit on the first one is that I realize that for bureaucratic reasons if nothing else  that there the State plan was written in such a way as to anticipate the fallout from the most recent executive order regarding services to blind people in Michigan.  I know that this has been interpreted various ways, and I think I understand why it’s being done it saves the hassle of having to submit a whole bunch of stuff later on.  However, I just wanted to point out that I and others are aware that at this moment we still have a commission board as constituted by PA 260 of 1978 as amended and other legislation and I would much rather have seen a situation where the standing commission board had a chance to weigh in on what turned out to be the final draft.

My second point relates to the status of the Business Enterprise Program under the new proposed or very likely to be executive order.  My major concern is that the final agency decision will be rendered by the director of the unit under which the proposed bureau would exist and as a person who’s been in the business enterprise program off and on since late 1989, as one who has served as an advocate for operators with grievances as chair of Elected Operators Committee several times, frankly this arrangement scares me to death and it does that quite simply because the very individual who’s in charge of the office that conducts our full evidentiary hearings for cases that get that far will be the very same person who renders the final agency decision.  That person is getting input from sources that cannot be known or controlled about the status of various cases with the present Business Enterprise Program and its management and relationships that have developed between certain operators and certain high level staffers in state government right now I find it almost impossible that a person who is out of favor with any member of the business enterprise program staff for any reasons particularly management I find it impossible to think that that individual has a reasonable chance at justice which the person of course has the ability to take it beyond but that implies deep pockets from of one kind or another on the part any individual who take it beyond.  I guess,  I can’t rest easy with it.  I’m thankful that I have other options in life.  I’m not going to disappear if things get to a point where I find it impossible to stick around; others are not in that situation and are not as lucky, and I guarantee you that with things as they are currently the proposed plans for handling final agency decisions is only going to lead to more trouble, not less.  Thank you for the opportunity to participate in this public hearing.

#2

Good afternoon, my name is Fred Wurtzel I’m with the National Federation of the Blind of Michigan and I also would like to thank you for the opportunity to participate in this hearing this afternoon.  Like Mr. Songtag before me I have significant concerns.  One of the concerns that I have about this plan is that this is a gigantic change in the relationship between consumers and the agency has provider of rehabilitation services.  There will be no longer be a consumer driven board which sets policy for the commission that will be more internalized into the structure of the agency.  I don’t think this plan adequately reflects a way to monitor that consumers will continue to have a reasonable level of input into the decisions and policy making of the agency.    There’s a term that’s used and I’m going to borrow it this doesn’t necessarily apply here exactly, it’s called maintenance of effort that means if you do something at a certain level at one point with regards to providing services that those services should be   maintained at that level through into the future. What I’m anticipating here and maybe promptly so I hope is that this maintenance of effort will see a decline in the ability of consumers’ actively participate in the policy and development in ongoing management of the Michigan Commission for the Blind or as it will be called the Bureau of Services for Blind Persons.  I would like to request in my comments that RSA consider some sort of monitoring of the level of consumer involvement in this. 
Another aspect of this is that we will be going from a separate Commission for the Blind board which serves as the state rehabilitation council for the Commission for the Blind and that will be taken over by a joint rehabilitation council which will serve both Michigan Rehab Services and Michigan Commission for the Blind, again diminishing, severely diminishing input of blind persons.  As it is now, three of five persons who make decisions, policy decisions for the agency must be blind.  There will be seventeen members, I believe it’s seventeen on the state rehabilitation council and there is no provision on there at all for any blind person to be there. That doesn’t mean that a blind person won’t be there, that’s not my implication; however there is no requirement that any blind person be represented on that rehabilitation council. So we go from 60% of representation on the overall policy making board to potentially 0%.  With regards to staff training, staff training has been an issue of concern by consumers.  Our concerns are reflected in the off times repeated and as Joe mentioned in the plan the fact that member of measurements on the, within the state plan that the agency wasn’t able to meet its goals.  In 2000, the goal for placement was 200, it dropped to 170 then to 160 - next year it’s for 161.  According to the Governor in his public comments there were seventy thousand jobs available through Mi Jobs.  It’s hard to imagine that with the vast resources of the Commission for the Blind $25,000,000 or so much of which went unspent that we couldn’t find 160 or 170 people jobs and I think this is reflected due to staff training.  We have a number of people who are CRC eligible but don’t have CRC’s and so those are a number of issues that I think are important.  I will be providing written comments by next Monday.

#3

My name is Terry Eagle and I’m from Lansing and I’m here as president and representing the National Association of Blind Merchants of Michigan and an affiliate of the National Federation of the Blind and we have some real concerns about this state plan.  First of all because of the fact that it comes out of the executive order, it’s our position that the executive order over reaches the governor’s authority and moves into that of the legislative body of the legislature and therefore there will likely be challenges to that on a legal basis.  With respect of the State plan we believe that there is a great need for more training among the staff of the Commission for the Blind.  It’s been proven that they are not in touch with the skills of blindness, what the abilities of blind people are  and their recommendations of things to be put into individual plans and stuff just are not in sync with what blind people need in this state.

As a member of the Merchants Division and our membership we are really concerned about the movement of the abolition of the Commission for the Blind Board which has had judicially the final agency decision on grievances, hearings and I was going to say arbitrations, but they don’t have a final say on that, but hearings on the, in the hearing system of grievances by blind licensees in the Randolph Shepherd and Public Act 260 Business Enterprise Program.  Our concern is that the hearing office, we believe is corrupt, we believe that it is non-responsive to the American with Disability Act in Section 504 of the Civil Rights provisions of the Rehabilitation Act when it comes to  accommodations for blind persons  they refuse to give us materials in a format that blind people can readily use.  They insist that all things be done by fax or paper or paper - print paper and they refuse to even communicate with us other than print paper and that’s a serious violation of both the ADA and the 504 provisions.  We also believe that since the director of LARA will be the chief individual to make a final agency decision, we believe that there are some serious legal, ethical, and moral issues having to do with that person making a final agency decision considering that that individual is also the head of the Michigan Administrative Hearings System.  We think that that should probably also be challenged legally and ethically. So, we believe that because of the lack of due process that blind vendors are getting now, that this will continue and under the new plan and that the fact that we’re not getting our needs met under the law as it stands that that will be complicated and ongoing giving the powers without that of individual blind persons being in the policy and review process.  So, I thank you for this opportunity and we will see how it washes out.

#4

I’m Mary Wurtzel with the National Federation of the Blind and my first comment is:  Is there really someone in Washington DC that reads this thing?  But anyway, no I’m sorry.  I always have to have a little levity.  But well one thing I noticed is there is a constant repetition of the fact that Michigan, we have a very high unemployment rate so therefore blind people can’t get jobs either.  I understand that this is certainly true, but I just felt that, and I’m no connoisseur of state plans, but it just seems that we should come up with more creative ways to come up with strategies to do some of the things that were mentioned in the plan.  For instance, it’s true that blind males and sighted males are not achieving as highly in school and it seems to me, I think that it was 9.2 of African American or regular guys. I’m not sure.  Oh that didn’t sound right, but anyway, but that percentage was the highest percentage that achieved employment.

Anyway, because a lot of the failure starts to take place in school (especially for boys), it seems that, I realize that the commission has authority, I mean the bureau when people get to be 14 is that right, is that the age for transition, but it just seems to me that somehow there has to be some cooperation even before that because boys are failing in school, blind, sighted, or otherwise and it just seems to me that we can be creative in what we can do to encourage especially the boys.   And also I was very interested in the whole; I heard this before about reaching out to the minority groups in Michigan. And when I first heard this, I was very happy that we did that but it seem to me that what we said we were doing to reach out to the Native American community was the same kinds of things that we have been doing and just seems to me that maybe we can sit down and think of some other ways to reach the native American community, and we have a very large of Arab community in Dearborn, and also the Hispanic and African American communities.  I would just like to see us develop even more strategies and it just seems like, well when I was reading this, which I was really glad the computer was doing this so that I didn’t go to sleep, but it just seemed like it was pretty ho-hum, and so my comment is just can we jazz things up a little bit in this whole government thing and get a little bit more excited about what we’re doing with state plans and such likes.  So that’s my comment.

Escanaba Public Comments:
Attendees: 
Leamon Jones

Diamalyn Gaston – recorder and secretary

Larry Posont and driver

Carol Berquist

Christine Pada
 Ed Haines

# 1 

Hello, my name is Carol Bergquist from Escanaba Michigan.  I’m making comment on behalf of the Michigan Rehabilitation Council or the MRC.

The MRC is the federally mandated State Rehabilitation Council designated to work in strategic partnership with the Michigan Rehabilitation Services or (MRS), the public vocational rehabilitation VR program for the general population of people with disabilities.  With the signing of the Executive Order 2012-10 by Governor Snyder, the MRC has been abolished.  At the same time, the Michigan Council for Rehabilitation Services (MCRS) has been created and will serve as the State Rehabilitation Council for both the blind and general service bureaus.  We look forward to our new responsibilities as prescribed in the Rehabilitation Act, as amended in Section 105.  We anticipate the establishment of a strategic partnership with the Bureau of Services for Blind Persons (BSBP) pursuit to our roll of reviewing, reanalyzing and advising the BSBP administration.  Our intent is that our membership will serve as the voice of customers with disabilities, ensuring that the VR system for persons with low vision and blindness are receiving services that upholds the spirit and prescriptions of the federal law as related to employment outcomes.

Thank you for this opportunity to make comment.

#2

I’m Larry Posont member of the Commission Board.  The only comment that I have for today is that #1 is this building accessible - proper signage and other things and #2 what was the announcement made for this meeting and how was it brought up and where was it sent to?  Thank you.

Kalamazoo Public Comments:

Carrie Martin – recorder and secretary

Lisa Kisiel

Shannon McVoy

Christine Boone

#1
Hello, my name is Beth Childress.  I am making comment on behalf of the Michigan Rehabilitation Council or the MRC.
The MRC is the federally mandated State Rehabilitation Services designated to work in strategic partnership with Michigan Rehabilitation Services (MRS), the public vocational rehabilitation (VR) program for the general population of people with disabilities.  
With the signing of Executive Order 2012-10 by Governor Snyder, the MRC has been abolished.  At the same time, the Michigan Council for Rehabilitation Services (MCRS) has been created and will serve as the State Rehabilitation Council for the blind and general service bureaus.
We look forward to our new responsibilities as prescribed in the Rehabilitation Act, as amended, Section 105.  We anticipate the establishment of a strategic partnership with the Bureau of Services for Blind Persons (BSBP) pursuant to our role of reviewing, analyzing and advising the BSBP administration.  Our intent is that our membership will serve as the voice of customers with disabilities, ensuring that the VR system for persons with low vision and blindness are receiving services that upholds the spirit and prescriptions of the federal law as related to employment outcomes.

Thank you for this opportunity to make comment.

Detroit Public Comments:

Attendees:

Leamon Jones

Diamalyn Gaston – recorder and secretary

Cathy Cove 

Gwen McNeal.

#1

Hello my name is Dennis Stanford.  I’m making comment on behalf of the Michigan Rehabilitation Council or the MRC.  The MRC is the federally mandated State Rehabilitation Council designated to work in strategic partnership with Michigan Rehabilitation Services the public vocational rehabilitation (VR) program for the general population of people with disabilities.  With the signing of Executive Order 2012-10 by Governor Snyder, the MRC has been abolished and at the same time, the Michigan Council for Rehabilitation Services (MCRS) has been created and will serve as the State Rehabilitation Council for the blind and general service bureaus.  We look forward to our new responsibilities as prescribed in the Rehabilitation Act, amended, Section 105.  We anticipate the establishment of a strategic partnership with the Bureau of Services for the Blind Persons (BSBP) pursuant to our role of reviewing, analyzing and advising the BSBP administration.  Our intent is that our membership will serve as the voice of customers with disabilities, ensuring that the VR system for persons with low vision and blindness are receiving services that upholds the spirit and prescriptions of the federal law as related to employment outcomes.  Thank you for this opportunity to make comment.

#2

John C. Scott - I had the opportunity to read most of the state plan and I supposed it was emailed to me but I didn’t have the time to finish it. I have things that created questions for me.  First, there seems to be the assumption that it is now the Bureau of Services for Blind Persons that apparently is going to be the new rubric that will be called once the governor’s executive order, I think it is 20-10-4; I’m not sure, goes through. But that is not the state of affairs at this point.  In the, and my guess is that it is being done because by the time  the commissioner of RSA approves the plan then maybe that’s what it is going to be.   That’s being, I think being a bit presumptuous.  I also concern is that there are a number of changes that says  where the bureau name is giving,  this document has not been changed or last changed by Leamon Jones, I forget the exact terminology; for example  April 20, 11 and I know of course  that  April 20, 11 there were no Bureau of Services for Blind Persons.  I’m also took note of what It appears to that the Michigan Commission for the Blind and the Michigan Rehab Services are coming under a general umbrella of what they call a rehab unit that is ultimately under LARA.  It seems to be a joining of the two indirect way so rather that a class 2 agency that is ?.  The situation with the advisory board of course is troublesome that is mixed in there in terms of that its going to four blind and this and I guess I’m merging the executive order along with this, it going to be four blind people and three sighted people on this advisory board, but they have a personal voice advises means we tell you what we think and then the executive does whatever he thinks needs to be done.  I also was a bit puzzled 
in that, Pat Cannon is named as, I think as assistant director I don’t  that just perhaps for  the state plan or not.  But I did not read anything indicating what are the requirements for becoming the director.  The director sits on the state rehab unit as an exofficio non- voting member of that board and the same goes for the person that is director of MRS so they really have no authority other than perhaps some kind input so maybe they can give some advice to this state rehab board. So we have essentially advisory board in all of it comes under LARA so it seems like something that was concise, complete and thorough is become really something  that is very possibly a confuse situation.  I think since counselors and what is the teacher therapist their responsibilities even though their credential are specified and I think all the requirements for the management should be specified somewhere and I don’t ask them to be under Civil Services but even if it is then of course Civil Service will probably have to be amend it since this is a new creature being created. But I think that the state plan as written is problematic.  I also didn’t pick up any enforcementees when this new bureau is not doing what it is suppose to do in terms of providing services for the blind.  The question I have then is well what can a citizen do with enforcement.  I notice some kind of connection is the CAP.  It does not have a stellar reputation either from the experience I had in terms of referring folks to the client advocacy program.  So I think this, at least from my recommended reading, partial reading of the state plan itself I think that there is some more that needs to be done, hopefully by the meeting we have I think it is on the 24th.  I will have a little bit more that I can say regards to that but that is essentially my statement.

Gaylord Public Comments:

Attendees: 

Pat Cannon 

Bob Robertson 

Beth White 

Sue Luzenski

Sarah Oberlin

Larry Posont 

Ken Stucki- driver for Larry  

#1

Larry Posont -  I just wanted it to be known on the record that I’m here.
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