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[bookmark: _Hlk3291618][bookmark: _Hlk39753073]State of California 
Health and Human Services Agency
Department of Rehabilitation
BLIND ADVISORY COMMITTEE (BAC)

Wednesday, May 13, 2020
9:30 AM – 3:00 PM

Meeting Location
Department of Rehabilitation (DOR)
721 Capitol Mall, Conference Room 169
Sacramento, CA 95814

MEMBERS IN ATTENDANCE (Attended via teleconference)
[bookmark: _Hlk41577879]Chris Fendrick, Chair 
Debra Thompson, Vice-Chair 
Bryan Bashin 
Ann Kwong 
Danny Vang 
Jason Holloway 
[bookmark: _Hlk531766169]Mitch Pomerantz 
Cheryl Thurston 
Sandy Balani 

DOR STAFF IN ATTENDANCE
Elena Gomez, Deputy Director, Specialized Services Division (SSD)
Michael Thomas, Assistant Deputy Director, SSD
Peter Dawson, Regional Director, Blind Field Services (BFS) (via teleconference)
Laura Rasmussen, District Administrator, BFS (via teleconference)
Zach Mundy, Program Manager, Business Enterprises Program (BEP)
Sue Pelbath, Acting Administrator, Orientation Center for the Blind (OCB) (via teleconference)
[bookmark: _Hlk42078334]Sky Ntxw, Team Manager, BFS (via teleconference)
Grace Moreno, Team Manager, BFS (via teleconference)
Jay Harris, Program Manager, Older Individuals who are Blind (OIB) Program 
Carmen Ramirez-Franco, Team Manager, BFS (via teleconference)
Janelle Tisher, Resources Specialist, Community Resources Development (via teleconference) 
Kathleen Munyer, Committee Analyst, SSD


MEMBERS OF THE PUBLIC IN ATTENDANCE (All attended via teleconference)
Malik, of ATT Kratter 
Juanita Herrera, ATT Kratter 
Silvana Rainey, Adaptive Technology Services
Steve Clark, Adaptive Technology Services
Richard Rueda, Society for the Blind
Julie Parrish, Wayfinder Family Services
Allison Burdett, Wayfinder Family Services
Ken Warkenstein, Valley Center for the Blind 
Jamie Gump, Lighthouse for the Blind
Theresa Comstock, State Rehabilitation Council (SRC), Chair 
Pete Benavidez, Blindness Support Services
Laura Wilson, Visually Impaired Persons Support

MEETING SUMMARY

Welcome and Introductions
· [bookmark: _Hlk41575167]Chris Fendrick, Chair, welcomed the attendees and completed a roll call.

Committee Members’ Network Updates
Chris Fendrick, Chair
· [bookmark: _Hlk42499435]Chris Fendrick reported that distance learning is being implemented during the Shelter in Place Order. Google Classroom and Microsoft Teams are some of the platforms that are used to reach the students. He has referred students to other instructors for supplemental classes, such as a transition course taught by the Society of the Blind and the course that Ann Kwan teaches via Lighthouse.
· Bryan Bashin reported that since the last BAC meeting, Lighthouse has added three blind employees per week at their company that manufactures toilet tissue packets, sanitizers and cleaners. About 95% of the labor pool are blind. 
· Lighthouse purchased a building in Alameda to expand production and plan to open that facility in July.
· Lighthouse has discontinued all face to face meetings and trainings with consumers at least until September. Many online classes have been added, and for the present time, Orientation and Mobility classes are also being delivered online. 130 Lighthouse employees are working from home.

· Enchanted Hills Camp is closed until at least September.
· Ann Kwong is teaching a Transition Class for Youth online. There are three classes per week and they consistently have 12-16 attendees per class.
· Jason Holloway reported that he works for the Internal Revenue Service and is working from home. 
· Danny Vang reported that his experience reflects those of a student and consumer. In conversations with other students, he learned that they share many of the same issues regarding the transition from classroom presentations to virtual classes. This includes the challenges of navigating the accessibility of online platforms. All students are interested in psychological health, safe social interactions, and access to technology.
· Mitch Pomerantz reported that both the California Council of the Blind (CCB) and the American Council of the Blind (ACB) have gone virtual. Both are preparing for virtual conventions. CCB will be held in June and ACB in July. ACB also has begun a series of community calls for people to stay connected.
· Cheryl Thurston reported that she is working with the National Federation of the Blind in preparation for the National Convention in July.
· She is involved with a group that does welfare checks on people and another organization that provides meals for those who need them.
· Sandy Balani reported that 70% of BEP locations are closed, including those in prisons which are closed to visitors.
· BEP vendors are researching and planning a strategy for the safe reopening of locations when the Shelter in Place Order is lifted.

Approval of BAC Meeting Minutes and Review of the Action Items 
Chris Fendrick, Chair 

Motion:
Mitch Pomerantz moved a motion to accept the minutes of the BAC meeting held on February 27, 2020. The motion was seconded by Bryan Bashin. The motion passed unanimously with a roll call vote.

Action Items from February 27, 2020 meeting:

· DOR will send a copy of the proposed regulations submitted to the Office of Administrative Law (OAL) pertaining to Financial Participation when the public comment period begins. 
· [bookmark: _Hlk42508757]This will remain an open Action Item as Andi Mudryk clarified during the 

February meeting, the document cannot be distributed until it has been submitted to OAL.

· [bookmark: _Hlk35613938][bookmark: _Hlk35342817]The BAC urged all responsible parties to draft a conflict of interest policy to apply to all providers of services or equipment on the Cal-ASTD website. The BAC also requests that the Department hold a teleconference to present the policy and to take input prior to the next scheduled BAC meeting.
· This item will remain an open Action Item as this has not been completed due to other COVID-19 priorities.

· The Committee requests to schedule a presentation from the Information Technology Services Division to discuss the difficulty of holding conference calls with the type of equipment that is available at DOR and to explore other options. 
· This will remain an open Action Item when staff are available to present.

New Action Item: Send the Executive Order on changes to Bagley-Keene requirements for meetings during the COVID-19 pandemic to BAC members.

[bookmark: _Hlk44944747]Fair Hearing and Mediation
Elizabeth Colegrove, Attorney, DOR Office of Legal Affairs 
[bookmark: _Hlk41918890]Cruz Fresquez, Associate Government Program Analyst, Office of Legal Affairs
Elizabeth Colegrove, Attorney, DOR Office of Legal Affairs 
Cruz Fresquez, Associate Government Program Analyst, Office of Legal Affairs
1. Elizabeth Colegrove and Cruz Fresquez presented on changes that the Department is considering for Mediations and Fair Hearings Contract. 
1. History of DOR’s Mediation and Fair Hearing Process
1. The Department used to have a Rehabilitation Appeals Board to hear consumer appeals. In 2012, the Legislature abolished the Board and ordered the Department to contract out the process services.
1. On July 1, 2012, the Department contracted with the Office of Administrative Hearings (OAH), a section of the Department of General Services, to handle Fair Hearings and Mediations. This contract is still in place.
1. About eighteen months ago, the Office of Legal Affairs was made aware of issues that were raised by DOR staff and consumers regarding the complexity of the Fair Hearings, in which both staff and consumers found the process to be complicated. Consumers also felt that they were not being heard.
1. The Department began researching other options and found that the Department of Social Services (DSS) Division of State Hearings could be a better alternative.
1. Employs Engaged Neutrality which allows the judge to be more engaged with the consumer, although still remaining neutral.
1. It allows judges to conduct the hearing issue by issue.
1. A written decision is rendered.
1. It is expected to be less expensive than the OAH.
1. Consumers choose who acts as their representative at the Hearing.
1. The DOR is required to get approval from the State Rehabilitation Council (SRC) on the judges who hear the vocational rehabilitation (VR) cases. 
1. Judges who oversee the hearings must be familiar with the State Plan and with the laws and regulations for the VR programs.
1. Cruz Fresquez added:
1. The Office of State Hearings would be a good fit for the DOR as the DSS serves consumers who are similar to consumers of the DOR.
1. Next Steps:
1. Ensuring accessibility of case management software.
1. Developing a Scope of Work for the contract.
1. Videoconferencing and/or teleconferencing of hearings may be available.

Motion:
Bryan Bashin moved to get a report at the next BAC meeting about what the Department has determined regarding the accessibility of the case management software used at the DSS.
The motion was seconded by Debra Thompson and passed by a unanimous roll call vote.

Report from Specialized Services Division (SSD)
Elena Gomez, Deputy Director, SSD
Michael Thomas, Assistant Deputy Director, SSD
SSD Management
Elena Gomez reported:
· In the past two months since the Governor issued Shelter in Place Order, DOR has shifted to a virtual workforce while maintaining services to consumers. 
· Managers have made a tremendous effort to support the teleworking environment for staff.
· DOR’s service providers have also made an extraordinary transition to provide services remotely to consumers.
· DOR is planning to maintain the momentum to further utilize technology to ensure that the work that needs to be done is completed. For example, DOR will accept electronic confirmation in lieu of wet or electronic signatures to be accepted for most forms.
· This year, in June, is the 100th anniversary of the VR program. 

Michael Thomas reported:
· Michael thanked the Committee members for their efforts and dedication.
· COVID-19 brought a lot of changes in a short period of time. He expressed that he is proud of DOR and its community partners for the adjustments made to meet the current challenges.
· DOR endeavors to provide the most efficient and effective services to its consumers, and it is working on achieving operational efficiencies. 

Jay Harris reported: 
· All 17 OIB providers have continued to offer services during the COVID-19 pandemic. The depth of the services may not be as rich such as service provided on a one-on-one basis, but many of the providers are able to reach more people because the training is provided remotely.
· Jay reported that 61 individuals from OIB providers to date have registered to participate in training classes that are being hosted in collaboration with the OIB Technical Assistance Center at Mississippi State University. 
· Jay stated that the classes cover many different topics and will provide the agenda to Kathleen to forward to the Committee.

ACTION ITEM:
Jay will email the agenda of training classes available for Kathleen to distribute to the Committee.

Zach Mundy reported:
· The COVID-19 pandemic has deeply affected the BEP and severely impacted the income of BEP Vendors due to closures and reductions in customer base. BEP has been working to identify options to assist the BEP vendors, as follows:
· DOR, in consultation with the CVPC and all voting vendors, agreed to provide a $2,000 Fair Minimum Return payment from the set-aside fund to all BEP vendors during the months of March, April, May, and June 2020 for those who make less than the adequate income of $4403 per month.
· Federal regulations allow the use of set-aside fund to make Fair Minimum Return payments.
· Set-aside fees have been waived for the months of February, March, April, May and June.
· BEP worked with Prudential, the BEP Retirement Plan Provider, to enable vendors to make earlier withdrawals from their retirement accounts 
· BEP provided constant updates of other programs that might be available to provide financial assistance including the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act (CARES Act).
· It is uncertain whether the August BEP Training Class will take place due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Recruitment for the Training Officer is ongoing as applications received to state have not been a good fit.
· DOR continues to work with the Navy to determine the next steps for their compliance with the arbitration decision for the naval galley facilities in San Diego.
· DOR is working on the Request for Proposal for the BEP Retirement Plan as the current contract with Prudential expires in 2021. 

Peter Dawson and Laura Rasmussen reported:
· BFS was on track to have its best year in terms of placement and highest wages of any districts in the State before COVID-19 hit. There were 50 more placements than last year and 100 more than two years ago.
· BFS is conducting a lot of their business by phone and email.
· BFS has hired three new counselors in Pasadena, San Marcos and Los Angeles. All are employees with vision loss. 
· [bookmark: _Hlk42079221]There are currently 13 staff vacancies with BFS. 
· Theresa Gardner, a BFS counselor in the Stockton area, has accepted a position outside the Department.
· Sky NTXWJ, a BFS counselor in Fresno, has accepted a promotion to the BFS Team Manager in the Oakland office.
· BFS is doing whatever is possible to assist service providers during this period of financial hardship.

Elena Gomez added:
· Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, DOR has seen a sharp drop in applications for services during the months of March and April. Our usual way of doing outreach, for both students and adults, will have to change.
· BAC members are welcome to send recommendations of strategies for outreach to Kathleen.
· Bryan Bashin suggested:
· Facebook and other Social Media;
· Provide examples of how people can make progress on their degrees.
· Linguistics: include messages about DOR’s services in other primary, non-English languages.
· Participate in the consumer conventions in July.
· Chris Fendrick reported that his students are using TikTok and Snap Chat.
· For student outreach, use exit interviews of high school graduates.
· Ann Kwong suggested adding additional formats to DOR’s Facebook page, such as a brief video, using audio instead of requiring the user to read all of the information. Include testimonials from former DOR consumers.
· Sky NTXWJ shared that radio would be an effective tool for outreach.

Sue Pelpath reported:
· March 17 was the last day that students were on the campus.
· Teachers began holding classes on computer training via Zoom and Jaws tandem.
· Braille teachers are teaching lessons via Zoom, Facetime, conference calls, and the US mail.
· Daily Living Skills and cooking instruction are taught remotely.
· Orientation and Mobility classes were also held remotely. 
· Overall, OCB is currently teaching 23 students.
· During this time, the OCB campus is going through renovations for new flooring, lighting and roof repairs.

Elena added the following update on the budget:
· During this period, OCB and BFS are realizing some savings facility costs such as electricity, water, and food as well as travel costs. This is meaningful for OCB which has an annual operating cost of $3.4 million to serve 65-70 consumers for the year.
· The Governor has asked Departments not to procure anything that is not essential or related to COVID-19 through the end of June 2020 to achieve savings in response to unanticipated expenditures related to COVID-19. 
· This does not apply to consumer related expenses, only administrative purchases.
· It is expected that the new budget will be released on Thursday, which will include the DOR budget information.


Report from the Directorate
Joe Xavier, Director, DOR
Andi Mudryk, Acting Chief Deputy Director, DOR
· Joe Xavier greeted the assembly and thanked the BAC members for their service. 
· He reported that Kelly Hargreaves will be retiring in August, but is taking time off now to run out her leave time. Andi Mudryk has agreed to serve as the acting Chief Deputy Director in Kelly’s absence.
· Impacts of COVID-19 include:
· An immediate demand for DOR to do things differently.
· Escalated trends, such as teleworking, tele-counseling, and distance education.
· DOR is accepting electronic authentication for most documents.
· DOR now has the capacity to bring 2,000 staff together for a meeting at the same time, using new technology.
National Issues
· The Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) sent a request to Congress for waivers to extend the period of availability for the funds that DOR has in federal year 2019 and 2020. The request also included:
· Waiving the 15% set-aside for student services.
· Waiving the requirement to set aside 50% of supported employment to serve youth and the 10% match for 50% of those funds.
· Authority to use VR dollars to replace the inventory of BEP vendors that has been lost due to the COVID-19 shutdown.
· Extending the period of time allowed to spend the grants.
· Waivers were also requested for three additional programs: Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, Career Technical Education, and Adult Education.
· RSA submitted a report to Congress on April 30 reporting on the trends and impacts the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) on VR programs. One example is that before WIOA, states had 34% of their caseload as youth with disabilities, and after WIOA it rose to 55%. 
· There was a release to establish technical guidance centers for VR agencies. It was published on March 9 and comments were due on May 11. The technical assistance to be provided fall into two categories:
· How to improve the financial management of VR agencies across the country?
· How to improve the employment outcomes of VR agencies across the country?
State Issues
· There is a $54 billion shortfall for the budget that starts on July 1.
· Of the federal stimulus money received, $8.8 million went to the Independent Living Centers.
· $15.3 billion of other stimulus money has come to California.
· DOR is looking each stimulus funding stream, to identify and leverage the systems receiving the funding in order to support independent living and employment for people with disabilities.
· Congress has begun discussions on an additional stimulus package. It is not known if there will be any direct benefit to DOR.
· The Governor had presented a budget in January that was very optimistic but must now be revised to address major shortfalls resulting from COVID-19.
· The Department of Finance is forecasting that people’s earnings will drop by 20% which is 3 1/2 times greater than experienced during the Great Depression.
· The rate of unemployment is going up drastically.
· Revenue is going down severely while demand is going up simultaneously. 
· The true picture of the State’s revenue will not be known until August. 
· DOR has implemented the following measures, which are also required for all other state departments:
· No new contracts for goods or services may be ordered unless they are to support DOR consumers. 
· Non-essential travel and training have been canceled.
· There is a soft freeze on filling vacant positions.

Andi Mudryk reported:
· [bookmark: _GoBack]The current situation is sobering, but a positive is the amazing work of DOR staff and their commitment to serve consumers. DOR staff moved quickly to adjust services.
· DOR is following the guidelines of the California Department of Public Health and CalHR. 
· Telework is being utilized with maximum flexibility.
· As part of reopening, DOR has developed a response plan such as physical distancing, providing protective equipment, such as masks, and to continue teleworking to support a safer work environment for staff and consumers.
· DOR has held public forums to share information with staff and stakeholders.
· DOR filed its Unified State Plan with the RSA.
· Key changes in staff include:
· Jake Johnson has been appointed as Chief of the Customer Service and Administration Branch in the Information Technology Division.
· Suhail Syed has been appointed as the Executive Advisor in the Strategic Initiatives Office.
· Kate Bjerke has been appointed as the DOR Statewide Reasonable Accommodation Officer in the Office of Civil Rights.

Assistive Technologies, Services and Devices Services Devices Directory Supplier (Cal-ATSD) 
Cynthia Robinson, Chief, Contracts and Procurement
· Cynthia reported that a discussion took place at the last BAC presentation about some documents to be posted to the Cal-ATSD website. They are still being worked on but will be posted soon to the website.
· The need for an Electronic Application was also discussed. Due to the current pandemic and the emphasis on teleworking, that project had to be put on hold. Other than those issues, the Cal-ATSD is running smoothly.
· Elena Gomez introduced David Kwan, the Assistant Deputy Director of Administrative Services, who shared that he will report on the issues from the last BAC meeting at the next BAC meeting.
· Steve Clark, a member of the public, added that the Committee had asked for a conflict of interest statement. He and Leslie Gibbons would like to work with the Department on this item and provide suggested language to include in the conflict of interest statement.

Financial Participation
Andi Mudryk, Acting Deputy Director, DOR
Kathi Mowers-Moore, Deputy Director, VR Policy and Resources Division (VRPRD)
· The Department is going forward with Financial Participation, with next step of preparing a regulatory package.
· DOR is in the process of finalizing regulatory language. It will be reviewed internally before it goes to the Office of Administrative Law (OAL). To date, there is not a timeline on when the proposal will be sent to the OAL.
· Kathi will alert Elena and Kathleen as the time draws closer for the package to be submitted to the OAL.
· The public comment period is initiated following submission to the OAL. The BAC will receive a copy of the package when the public comment period begins.

New Business
· Invite a representative from Information Technology Services Divisionto discuss other platforms for holding teleconference meetings. 
· Request a presentation on Financial Participation, if needed.

Adjourn 
The meeting adjourned at 3:30 PM.
[bookmark: _Hlk511823031]
Contact Person:
Kathleen Munyer
Advisory Committee Analyst, SSD
California Department of Rehabilitation
721 Capitol Mall, 4th Floor
Sacramento, CA 95814
Phone: (916) 558-5489
Email: Kathleen.L.Munyer@dor.ca.gov
