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Chairman Coley, Ranking Member Schiavoni, and members of the Senate Government Oversight and Reform Committee, thank you for the opportunity to provide interested party testimony in consideration of Senate Bill 144 ("SB 144"). My name is Katie Frederick and I am the Executive Director of the American Council of the Blind of Ohio (ACB-Ohio). ACB-Ohio is a statewide nonprofit membership consumer advocacy organization that strives to improve the quality of life for people who are blind or visually impaired. We support the formation of a state rehabilitation council in Ohio and believe it will help people with disabilities around the state work with Opportunities for Ohioans with Disabilities (OOD) and obtain and maintain employment and other vocational rehabilitation services.

ACB-Ohio appreciates Senator Burke for bringing forward legislation to establish a state rehabilitation council (SRC) in Ohio. The creation of an SRC will bring Ohio into compliance with federal law and allow people with disabilities to shape Vocational Rehabilitation policy and services affecting them.

As members of the American Council of the Blind of Ohio, we realize the importance of the SRC and how the establishment of the new Council will focus and center on people with disabilities, as well as make the VR system compliant with federal law. However, we would like to share some concerns we have with current language in the bill, including the Client Assistance Program provision, compensation of the Council, and the name of the Council.

Ohio is one of the last states to comply with changes in federal law to create a SRC that guides the vocational rehabilitation agency. Currently, Ohio is the only state, in the region of states that includes Ohio, Indiana, Michigan, Kentucky, and West Virginia, that does not have a SRC governing their VR services. The formation of a SRC will bring Ohio into federal compliance, and become the last to join its neighboring states in establishing this governance structure. 

The American Council of the Blind of Ohio believes Ohio’s current structure, consisting of the OOD Commission and a Consumer Advisory Committee, lacks strong regulatory components. The implementation of a SRC will fix these structural issues and enhances the ability of Ohioans with disabilities to participate in the provision of vocational rehabilitation services.

The SRC is charged with multiple responsibilities as defined by federal statute; ensuring individuals with disabilities have oversight of Ohio’s VR services. Complying with the federal statute responsibilities and ensuring a majority of the Council consists of people with disabilities, we believe Ohio's VR system has the potential to become more person-centered, effective, and efficient in the VR services it provides.

Currently, Ohio Sub. Senate Bill No. 144 § 3304.12 (A)(1) requires "a full-time employee for a client assistance program. . .” This requirement is not compliant with the current federal statute, however. 29 U.S.C. § 725 (b)(l)(A)(iii)  of the federal statute requires "at least one representative of the client assistance program. . .” In reading the legislation, ACB-Ohio notes other organizations are simply required to have "an individual who represents. We hope the committee will consider removing the "full-time employee" requirement from the legislation to ensure the SRC fully complies with federal statute. 

In reviewing the current language, ACB-Ohio also noticed compensation of the SRC members was not included. Currently, OOD Commissioners are compensated, and ACB-Ohio strongly believes the SRC should receive compensation for its work as well. ACB-Ohio fears if people with disabilities are asked to serve on the SRC, they may have to decline due to an inability to cover personal care or other Council-related costs. 
Our final point concerns the name of the Council; currently referred to as “the Opportunities for Ohioans with Disabilities Council." ACB-Ohio believes the current name does not reflect an independent structure from the current Opportunities for Ohioans with Disabilities Agency. We urge the committee to consider changing the name of the Council to distinguish the Council from services provided by OOD.
ACB-Ohio extends our thanks to  Senator Burke for offering this vital legislation that would establish Ohio's state rehabilitation council, bring OOD under compliance with federal statute, and allow people with disabilities to have a voice in the provision of VR services in Ohio that will allow individuals to live and work in their communities. Thank you again for the opportunity to provide testimony as an interested party on SB 144. 
