
The Commission of Deaf, DeafBlind and Hard of Hearing Minnesotans

Minutes - November 21, 2009
DHS Elmer Anderson Building Room 2380

St. Paul, MN 

Members Present: Amy Deneen, Monique Hammond, Elise Knopf, Dave Kyler, Liz McDevitt, Dr. Susan Rose, Patti Morelli Teachout, Adrienne Haugen, Jill Rohman, Bruce Hodek

Visitors: Tom Lehman, Tom Anderson, Jeri Werner, Kirsten Coverstone, Chuck Hamilton, Rubin Latz

Interpreters: Stephen Medlicott and Annette Gitchoff   

CART: Angie Sundell   SSP: Cheryl Meyers  

Staff: Mary Hartnett, Jamie Taylor, Cynthia Weitzel
1) Welcome, introductions and brief update regarding MCDHH appointments: 

Members and visitors introduced themselves. Mary Hartnett was contacted by the Appointments Office staff and  they will meet with Governor Pawlenty on November 24th to finalize commission member appointments. 
2) Approval of September 2008 Meeting Minutes:   
A motion was made and seconded to approve the September 2008 Meeting Minutes. Passed unanimously. 

3) Summary of Voter Access and Outreach Activities: 

Teika Pakalns, the 2008 Get Out The Vote (GOTV) Coordinator contracted by MCDHH, provided a summary of the goals, activities and outcomes of MCDHH’s third voter engagement project since 2004.  This year’s GOTV project was made possible by funds awarded by the Office of the Secretary of State.   
The project focused on the individual voter as well as voter accessibility in general. Activities and accessible media focused on increasing engagement in the election process through voter registration drives, voter education activities, and political event participation as means for causing deaf, hard of hearing and deafblind voters to act by casting their ballots on Election Day Nov. 4, 2008. 

Between the months of August and November, MCDHH hosted or participated in at least 40 events locally and within each region of the state. Each event or activity was presented in a manner that was nonpartisan while utilizing the help of committed volunteers and commission members or advisory group members. Events and activities include, but were not limited to:

· voter registration/education booths/drives at community events, ASL Expo, Minnesota Twins game, Deaf Culture Salon, DeafBlind Picnic, etc.

· workshops, presentations and/or Q & A sessions as part of meetings or events in collaboration with community groups, clubs or nonprofits

· AutoMARK (accessible voting machines) trainings   

· providing access to issue debates and candidate forums

· co-sponsoring and organization of issues debate presented in ASL 

· providing accessible rides to the polls on election day

Copies of a detailed summary of all 2008 GOTV planning, activities, and outcomes were provided to each member.  The summary included recommendations for improvements or strategies to be considered during the next election cycle. MCDHH staff confirmed with members that Teika’s contributions and results were outstanding.  As coordinator of the GOTV project, Teika became a valuable and productive member of the team whose work was appreciated by everyone involved in this effort. 

Next, Jamie Taylor provided a summary and recap of MCDHH’s activities relating to the outcome of legislation passed during the 2008 session requiring certain campaign ads (television, web or radio) by state legislative candidates be closed-captioned or have transcriptions posted on candidate websites.  MCDHH worked closely with the state’s Campaign Finance and Public Disclosure Board to make sure the new law was communicated to all candidates. MCDHH also collaborated with Doug Bowen-Bailey to provide training to candidates in person and on-line. Mr. Bowen-Bailey was contracted by MCDHH earlier in the season to help plan, coordinate and produce the filming of “You Decide” – ASL voter education video that was posted on both MCDHH’s website and Office of the Secretary of State’s website. 

Jamie monitored state candidate websites and found that candidates were complying with the new law. She also spent much time on the phone contacting the offices of national candidates requesting that they also caption their campaign ads, even though they are not yet required to by law. The response was mixed; some voluntarily agreed to commit to making their campaign ads accessible, while others would not. 

Jamie provided an update on the DeafBlind Vote Ride project which was also funded by the Office of the Secretary of State. The final results are not yet in, but overall this was both a successful first try at this type of project in which SSPs were training then utilized to provide nonpartisan support, rides and access either in the home by way of absentee ballot or at the polls on Election Day. 

Mary  and commission members thanked Jamie Taylor, Teika Pakalns and Cynthia Weitzel and volunteers for their hard work . 

4) Early Hearing Detection and Intervention (EHDI) Update:  

Kirsten Coverstone, MDH, reported on results from newborn hearing screening and follow up a year and a half after the new mandate was passed.  Before 2007 Minnesota was ranked among the bottom five states when it came to identification of babies with hearing loss.  The C.D.C. reports the U.S. national average for babies being screened for hearing loss is 92 to 95%.  And on average 50% of those babies are considered lost to follow-up or lost to documentation.

The lastest information shows that  Minnesota has gone from the bottom five states to being one of the top ranked states for newborn screening coming in at 98% which is above the national average. The goal, of course, is 100% but this already is remarkable change and progress within just a 12-month period.

Kirsten when on to also report that in April of 2007 Minnesota’s stats for “loss to follow-up” meaning parents who don’t go to medical professional after the hearing test  was at about 44% which wasn’t much better than the national average which was 50% .  In October  Minnesota’s average for “lost to follow-up” improved dramatically from 44% down to just under 4%. This is a huge and remarkable change!

A key component to the 2007 legislation is the fact that it not only mandated newborn screening, but also mandated the reporting and follow-up necessary for it to be experiencing this type of systems transformation and success.

5) Robert Wood Johnson Community Health Leaders Award – Anita Buel:

Anita Buel, the first Deaf Community Health Worker in the U.S., was chosen as one of the final 10 out of the more than 3,000 nominated to receive the Robert Wood Johnson Community Health Leaders Award ($120,000)! 

MCDHH invested many hours in this project since the nomination process first began a year ago. This award, as well as ongoing coaching and networking support from RWJF, will help Anita to grow the Deaf Community Health Worker Program in order to reduce health disparities among deaf and hard of hearing people here in Minnesota. This program will also have a national impact as a model program. We hope this will result in funding on the local and national or federal level to support research, education and accessibility as it relates to deaf health disparities, as it has been for minority and multicultural health.  

Together with Blue Cross Blue Shield, we will be co-hosting a reception to honor and celebrate Anita Buel and the Deaf Community Health Worker Program’s receiving this prestigious award. 

6) Legislative Agenda - Items we’ve been asked to consider: 

a. State Website Accessibility

Amend Office of Enterprise Technology (OET) legislation to ensure accessibility of state websites. Amendment may include the implementation of Usability and Accessibility Website as well as a center for compliments and complaints. The goal is to strengthen the language of OET’s charge, but in a way that is helpful, not punitive.  

Guest speaker Chuck Hamilton, Director of State Services for the Blind, provided members with background about MCDHH and SSB’s involvement and active participation in the E-Government Accessibility and Usability Task Force which has been studying and addressing this issue for the past two or three years. Other lead agencies also involved in this group are the Minnesota STAR Program and the Governor’s Council on Developmental Disabilities which have been doing a lion’s share of the work. 

Also involved in the group are representatives or IT managers from most of the major state departments including, Department of Administration Commissioner Dana Badgerow who has become the champion for this group.

The group also spent much time looking at Section 508 of the Rehab Act and reviewing the state law (16c.135) which talks about software that has to be accessible.    

. 

Mary stated that the hope is to continue the push internally for widespread acceptance and compliance. But if it is determined that legislation is necessary then MCDHH is the only agency in this group able to do so. MCDHH would take the lead but it would continue to be a collaborative effort. Change in this area would provide access and opportunities for both employees and citizens or consumers interacting with state agencies and services online. 



Action: Decision will be made during January 2009 meeting.

b. Captioned Videos

Another issue high on the list of priorities is the lack of compliance and enforcement when it comes to existing Minnesota law (passed by MCDHH in 1995) requiring that videos purchased (500 copies or more) by the state or produced in the state for educational purposes be captioned. Currently, videos are often no longer purchased. Instead they are being downloaded from the Internet or viewed online. 

MCDHH has been receiving numerous complaints from parents and teachers of deaf and hard of hearing students about videos and online videos being shown in the classroom that are not captioned. Another problem that we’re hearing from teachers is that frequently the equipment being purchased doesn’t even have the capacity to caption or display the captions.

Nowadays, so much class time is spent watching or interacting with videos. We believe this need warrants expansion of existing law to include training and enforcement. 

Action: try to enforce the existing legislation or try to include the purchasing in the Accessibility and Usability Legislation.

c. Text Messaging

A request was made to oppose a law was passed last session that prohibits people from text messaging while driving. MCDHH received a few complaints about the law being passed and believe it is discriminatory against deaf drivers. 

Action: It was decided that if a bill was introduced to expand the law to include other or all distractions (i.e. cell phones) then MCDHH would sign on in support of the bill, but we would not oppose the bill. 

d. Educational Options

MCDHH has received several calls from legislators approached by their constituents with requests to carry a bill and one from a legislative researcher asking our opinion about on laws passed in Florida two years ago and California last year that guarantees parents, during their first meeting with the Department of Education, be informed of all the educational options for deaf, deafblind and hard of hearing children within their state – including the schools for the deaf. A deaf constituent has also come forward to request that we bring forward the same type of legislation.

Much of this activity is now being done as part of EHDI – providing parents with unbiased information as to all educational and medical options available for deaf, deafblind and hard of hearing children – however there still needs to be a comprehensive list developed of all regional and statewide educational facilities and options available. A copy of the Florida law is in your handouts.

Dr. Susan Rose confirmed that by rule, parents are supposed to be informed by someone, but it doesn’t say by whom or when or where. By law, parents are supposed to be informed, during the I.E.P. process, of all educational options but that doesn’t necessarily include all communication options. We don’t currently have clear, hard fast guidelines. At least not clear enough to also include all communication options. 

Action:  No legislation needed. Parents receive information from Parent Guides. Bruce will check with DHHSD staff and ask them to give more comprehensive information about the educational approach used by the schools when they develop their educational listings. 

e. Parent Guides

Continued and increased funding for Parent Guides through EHDI. A critical component of EHDI, Parent Guides are the first point of contact when babies are newly identified with hearing loss. During the 2007 session, as part of the EHDI package of legislation, Parent Guides received 199,000 in one-time funding and is housed under Lifetrack Resources which is home to Hands and Voices – a national nonprofit organization with local Minnesota chapter run by Candace Lindow Davies. Hands and Voices works closely with the MN Dept. of Health in carrying out the work of the Parent Guides program. 

This one-time funding provides just under 100,000 per year for two years to support the 10 parent guides within the statewide network – six out-state and three Metro plus the director who also serves as a parent guide. It’s not enough. It’s incredibly under-funded and the funding is about to expire. 

In working with the Dept. of Health, MCDHH  recommended that the blood-spot fee be increased or that MDH internally include in their budget an increase of about $3.50 on the blood-spot fee for each child born in this state. That would bring funding of about $270,000 per year.

Action: Wait until January to take action.  MDH has found funding for an additional year. 

f. MCDHH Technology and Web

Additional funds for MCDHH.  MCDHH has to pay for its own web design and support. Part of our new strategic plan includes better use of technology. We have the plan, but need enough staff to be able to advance the plan.  Given the state of the budget this may not be a good time to ask for additional funds. 

Action: Liz McDevitt and Dr. Sue Rose offered to take a closer look at this item and bring their feedback to the Executive Committee.  

g. Type III Bus Driver Law Revision

A law was passed last session following a tragic accident that killed both a deaf student and the driver of a type III vehicle (vans, minivans or four-door cars). It was discovered that the driver was under the influence.

Strengthening the existing bus driver law to include type III drivers was meant to help better protect students. It required among other things, a physical, which includes a hearing test. This meant that deaf and hard of hearing drivers were unable to drive. This caused hardships, especially for the schools with high numbers of deaf staff like MDS, MSAD or Minnesota Northstar Academy.

A new bill will be introduced this session by Senator Olseen that will revise the law in such a way that it will not apply to “part-time” type III drivers (school staff, teachers, coaches, etc) who only drive 30% of the time or less as part of their normal duties. In other words, “part-time” drivers will be given a waiver.

Action: It was moved and seconded to support this bill. Passed unanimously. 

h. Metro Airport Commission and NWA/Delta Accessibility Compliance

Cynthia Weitzel provided members with an update and summary of current plan relating to airport and airline accessibility. MAC is currently out of compliance with the ADA, Rehab Act and Minnesota Human Rights laws when it comes to accessibility and only a few months remain before they must be in compliance with the new DOT-ACAA rules that mandate airports and airlines to provide deaf and hard of hearing travelers equal and effective access to information and communication starting May 13, 2009.

Since our last commission meeting, MCDHH with help from Airport Access Advisory Group member, Teika Pakalns, completed a 3-day on-site “Airport Communication Access Review”.  Rick Macpherson, of the Disability Law Center has also played an important role by offering advice and feedback throughout this process. A summary of this review and along with specific recommendations for changes or improvements was included in handouts.

A letter will be sent to MAC’s Executive Director requesting time to present this summary and recommendations during their next full commission meeting. At the same time we’ll be cc’d legislators who are interested in this issue. 

It is our hope that they will accept our recommendations and continue to work with us in order to be in compliance by no later than May of 2009. If that is not doesn’t happen, then we would like to consider legislative action. 

Action: No legislation this session

i. POST Board Requirements

The POST Board is the police officer training standards board which puts together the requirements needed for certification. Last session we organized and provided testimony to the Committee on Disabilities using the D. Bahl case as a recent and very real example of what can happen when there are misunderstandings between the police and the deaf. In this particular case, Mr. Bahl was pulled over for a traffic violation which escalated into being beaten by the police. Not only that, but while being detained for several days was denied access to communicate with family about his whereabouts and what happened. Everyone on the committee agreed that this needs to change.

We’ve received a number of complaints over the years, but this case was the most dramatic in recent times. If not for the lack of communication and if police officers had better training, this situation wouldn’t have gotten so out of control as it did. Following this testimony, we were approached by several legislators who wanted to proceed with trying to amend the statute to include a requirement that training on working with deaf and hard of hearing people be included in Police Officers Standards Training Board.

Action:  Decide in January.  We doubt we will take action as there will be a fiscal note, and it is doubtful that new legislation that requests funding will be considered. 

j. Nonprofit Property/Sales Tax Exemption – DOR’s definition of “charity”  We will discuss this next January.
7) Budget Briefing – Impact of November and December Forecasts:  

An overview of current and upcoming state budget forecasts and shortfalls was given by Mary Hartnett. A summary of this presentation is provided in the handouts. 

MCDHH’s entire budget is $395,000. The impact of the state’s budget shortfall is as follows:  

a. Our entire budget is $395,000

b. The Governor asked all agencies to submit plans for a 5% budget decrease.

c. We have to give $70,000 right off the top to DHS. We’re probably the smallest division within all of DHS and this creates significant hardship so we’ll see what happens.

d. Some DHS divisions were asked to reduce their budgets by as much as 10 to 20%.

e. The budget reduction plans from each state agency were submitted in October and November. Since then the governor appointed an executive budget team responsible to review the plans and make final recommendations to be announced by January 27th.

Bruce Hodek shared that DHHSD had to make $200,000 – 5% so far - in cuts for this fiscal year which results in the loss of two staff positions and significant reductions in all other expenses. The current economy and outlook is horrible. There likely will be a hiring freeze and further cuts in the near future. It’s a very scary time for all of us.

8) Updates
a. Employment: Rehab services reported that their placement of deaf and hard of hearing people in jobs has gone up 22%.
a. Education: No report. Mary Cashman Bakken unable to make it. 

a. MCDHH Position Hires: Interviews will be held for the Office Manager position in early December. 

9) Review of Executive Director’s Performance 2007-2008: Will be conducted in December or January. 

10) Advisory Reports: Members of the board read copies of their respective Advisory Committee Reports. 

11) Adjournment It was moved, seconded to adjourn the meeting at 3:00 p.m. The motion passed unanimously.

Submitted by,

Cynthia Weitzel and Mary Hartnett
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