
Minutes for First Meeting of the 2014-16 Executive Board
Albany New York

October 30, 2014

Introductions:

J. Bartimole: Olean, NY, John has worn many hats throughout his career, and he is currently involved in the health care industry in the Buffalo area.  He has a24- year-old daughter who is legally blind, his motivation for being on the executive board. He associates with many politicians, and He is good at lobbying, a major asset to the board. He plans to retire after he dies.

C. Collura: Monticello, NY, She is a strong advocate for educating children with multiple disabilities. She specializes in working with blind children with autism.

C. Curry: New York, NY, She is a strong advocate for deaf/blind people.  She works hard to create accessibility for the blind and deaf in northern Manhattan.
M. Garcia:  New York, NY, Motivated by having a daughter who is blind, Maria is deeply involved in advocating for children with disabilities.  She is the president of a parent advocacy board.  And she advocates for blind children across the state.  Her main focus centers on the families of blind children who are socio-economically deprived.  Many of these families are families of color. 
K. Gourgey: New York, NY, She is the chairperson of the executive board.  Her specialty is computer technology for the Blind and visually impaired.  She is the director at the Computer Center for Visually Impaired People at Baruch College in New York City.  She helps those who are new to vision loss by introducing them to technology and how it can help in rehabilitation.  She also helps those who are becoming blind.  She also helps by introducing technology that can help with mobility, especially navigating the streets.
M. Jacobsen: New York, NY, She is the president of the local chapter of the National Federation of the Blind (NFB). She advocates for older citizens who are going blind.  She sits on the State Rehabilitation Council (SRC).

C. Jacobsen: New York, NY, He is the state president of the National Federation of the Blind (NFB).  He represents blind people in any way he can.  He feels that although there is a long way to go, the current commission has come a long way in creating a better world for the blind.  Since the blind have the largest unemployment rate, he feels we still have a long way to go, a process that will never end.
M.L. Mendez:  Syracuse, NY, She has degrees in elementary education and counseling.  She works as a Section 508 analyst for the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA). At one time, she was a case manager of approximately 300 blind veterans.  Her daughter is blind, and is employed as a first grade teacher.
J. Phillipson:  Buffalo, NY, she is a member of NFB.  She advocates strongly for those who need public transportation.  She advocates for First Responders for the Blind.  She advocates for Business Enterprise Program (BEP), a Commission-run program that generates opportunities for independent employment. She has coordinated employment plans with NFTA and Delaware North
M. Downey (guest of J. Phillipson):  Buffalo, NY, She is a member of NFB.  She is a Chaplin at her church.  She advocates for blind venders.  She, like Julie, persists in getting Niagara Frontier Transportation Authority and Delaware North to create jobs for the blind.
F. Meyer: Canandaigua, NY, He is not sure where he fits in on the board at this point.  He enjoys taking the minutes.  He is a retired teacher.  He continues to work as a musician.  He speculates that he might be able to present some of the Commission’s proposals to Brian Kolb, his assemblyman.  Also, he is interested in advocating for older people who are becoming blind and deaf.
D. Stayer: Beth Page, NY (He is a retired social worker. He lost his wife about six months ago.  He advocates for older people who are blind or becoming blind.  He fights for accessibility whenever he can.  He conveyed that blindness is not accepted by Jewish people.
Meeting Summary:
After her opening remarks about the topics for the day, Karen, our chairperson, introduced Brian Daniels, our associate commissioner.  Below are some of the topics Brian covered during his presentation:

In an effort to optimize the Commission’s assistance to the Board, Brian encouraged the Board to select meeting dates ASAP.  This would give way to better facilities and accommodations for future gatherings.  For example, with enough notice, the Desmond Hotel or downtown Albany Hilton might be able to be booked, and the meeting experience would be better.

Brian indicated that a new internal Office of Children and Family Services workgroup has formed to address accessibility issues.  This workgroup will report to the OCFS Commissioner and her Cabinet.  Brian spoke of Mark Leinung, a valuable person for accessibility issues and known to many board members.  Mr. Leinung is now the state’s Director of Adult Education and oversees the TASC which has replaced the old GRE (high school equivalency diploma test).  Brian spoke of TASC and detailed problems with accessibility for test-takers and plans to address and correct the issue.   The Executive Board expressed a desire to advocate for swift and full action to address the concerns fully while recognizing that Mr. Leinung has consistently demonstrated a strong understanding of and commitment to our issues and the sensitivity he has demonstrated for accessibility issues in the past.  Brian’s discussion of accessibility issues stimulated conversations about problems with test taking.

Brian informed the Board that employers who pay sub minimum wages will not receive job placement contracts with the Commission.  It is anticipated that approximately 34 placement contracts will be awarded statewide and it is expected that all regions of the state will be served through these contracts.

Brian talked about some upcoming town meetings in Buffalo and Ronkonkoma.  These meetings are enlightening because they lead to discussions about issues concerning the blind.

Brian’s presentation stimulated the following comments:

Carl and Mindy talked about Streaming meetings on NFBLive. The URL is WWW.NFBlive.org. To access this screen, click on JOIN.

Julie spoke of BEP (Business Enterprise Program).  The airport, a participant in BEP, will help set up employment for the blind.

Commissioner Downy worked with Niagara Frontier Transportation Authority (NFTA) who is excited about employing blind people.  Right now there are three vending machines at the bus terminal at the Buffalo airport. This is just the beginning of what will be a long process.

Julie and Margo met with Delaware North, a hospitality business.  They are just as persistent with them as they are with NFTA.

When asked about it, Brian Daniels agreed the Board should increase its visibility.

John Bartimole requested input regarding accessibility issues with enrollment and discharge documents from health care facilities.  Here are some of the Board’s recommendations: ask what is acceptable, ask what font is needed, use electronic files, offer a reader, do not offer PDF documents, offer audio files, and suggest the patient requests what he or she needs.
Mary Lou Mendez illustrated some similarities between veterans and the main population regarding aging issues.  She began by describing some of the research conducted by the Veterans Administration regarding outcomes for older veterans who are blind following their rehabilitation. She talked about some strategies to VA issues that might expand to the main population.  They are as follows: implementation of instruments to measure needs of visual and hearing loss, approaches to handle these issues, methods to measure traumatic brain injury and its connection to low vision, understanding the realization of intermittent vision and hearing loss.
Maria Garcia brought up the topic of infant screening.  She suggested an education committee for screening blind children who cannot read from pre K through third grade.  She and John Bartimole will begin working on a conference to gather together some of the currently silowed stakeholders (groups who typically don’t communicate such as people from occupational therapy circles and vision rehab circles).  John and Maria want to get silowed stakeholders to begin to share information and perhaps move forward on issues like infant and early childhood vision screening. 
Mindy Jacobsen brought up the topic of many older blind people being depressed and home bound.  She wonders if it would be worth asking for funding for these people.
Karen Gourgey and John Bartimole will work with legislators on some of the issues confronting aging people who are going blind.
Mary Lou and Mindy will work on writing the Section of the Executive Board report that addresses issues relating to older blind New Yorkers.
Meeting Dates in 2015:

March 12
October 22
Minutes submitted by Frank Meyer

