Greetings Council,
SSB’s 2025 and 2026 Budget Update
We ended 2025 in a pretty ok place, which is great news considering it was a bit of shaky ground halfway through the year. While some of our programs went into the negative (WDU, SSU, and Audio), other programs did come in under budget, which balanced everything out. WDU still shows a projected $300,000 deficit; however, we are still closing out outstanding authorizations and purchase orders, and the fiscal team is pretty confident we will come in right on target. 
We have started state fiscal year 2026 on a pretty good note. Our current financial report shows we have spent 32.8%, and our target is to spend no more than 40% by this time of the year. One area we continue to keep an eye on is our case services dollars in WDU, since this was an area that unexpectedly spiked last year around this time. The great news is that it is at 29.66% spend, about 10% under our target. 
Now that we received a continuing resolution through end of January, we were able to get a portion of our federal grants for VR and Older Blind. It looks like we will see a $260,000 cost of living increase to our VR award, bringing the total to approximately $11.8 million. This does require us to put forward additional state match, but luckily, we already planned for this: we will be counting the state funds we already put towards Braille, which means we don’t have to take any funds from our other programs. In addition, because of our reallotment dollars from 2025 and this 2026 award increase, we have quite a surplus of Pre-ETS dollars right now (about $500,000). The Pre-ETS team has many exciting ideas on how we can use those funds for students. I am also looking for ways to use those funds for Braille and the purchase of books. One of the cuts we had to make was to Braille’s book purchase budget; however, if we can use Pre-ETS dollars to purchase some of those books for students (as long as they meet Pre-ETS criteria), that will give them more funds to work with. 
We have jumped successfully over a few financial hurdles, but we still have a few looming in the distance. The big one is the projected state deficit and what that could mean for potential cuts to our state funds. We won’t have many updates on this until closer to February, but as soon as I am able to share more, I will.  
National News
VR and OIB Transfer to DOL
The reason RSA and Special Ed hasn’t been transferred yet to Labor is because the Memorandum of Agreement hasn’t been finalized. However, the Federal employee union is telling Education staff that the MOA is drafted but hasn’t been approved. We should expect at some point in the near future that the agreements will be made public. According to the MOA, both programs will transfer to Labor. 
It still remains unclear what will happen to the RSA and Special Ed staff. Regardless of the MOA, overall oversight and funding cannot be transferred to another agency. Labor will oversee the day-to-day administration. Money, grants, oversight, and accountability still will need to remain with ED until Congress passes Legislation. If you look at how its working for some of the other programs that did transfer already, some of those employees are being “detailed/loaned” to DOL.  
CSAVR have proposed four possible ideas for where RSA could go within the DOL, and they are asking state directors what their preference would be. Those four ideas include:
1. Create a new independent agency with DOL, equal to the Employment and Training Administration (ETA)
a. ETA is where WIOA Title I and III programs reside
2. Placement within ETA
3. Create a new independent agency within DOL, equal to Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP)
4. Placement within the ODEP

We don’t know if CSAVR will even be asked or if they would have any impact on the decision, but they want to be ready just in case. 
2026 Federal Budget
There is agreement with the top budget line items for 5 of the 10 subcommittees. Labor & HHS subcommittee is not one of them. It is unlikely any major steps towards budget resolution on VR program this calendar year. The NCSAB policy advisor seems to think it is unlikely we will face another shutdown, but odds are good for another CR. 
BEP & DOD
Department of Defense wants a waiver to Randolph-Sheppard authority. Their main accusation was that blind vendors are “fronts” for other companies. Blind vendors “don’t come to work or actively engaged in running their business”. Before the Thanksgiving holiday, a contracts specialist with the Air Force started making calls to the National Association of Blind Merchants, RSA, NCSAB, state VR directors, and more. The questions being asked were about specific BEP operators on certain military installations. They had been collecting electronic data to document lack of active engagement of operators. For example, operators have been issued access cards, but they never swiped it/never set foot on the base. They can also track Zoom meetings to see that the operator never logged in to talk about the operation of the contract. A few bad apples have now created a situation that will be very hard to defend. There is also concern that State Licensing Agencies don’t have rules that require active engagement and management of BEP operators’ own facilities.  

Administrative Updates
Outreach
Since the September council meeting, the Outreach Team has been busy with:
· 6 on-site booths at resource fairs and conferences
· White Cane Awareness Day at the capitol
· Several interviews for success stories
· Meeting with a film crew from UW Stout
· Writing for the SRC-B Annual Report, SSB Annual Report, Newsletters, and WIOA State Plan
For public engagement in 2025, we worked at 22 vendor booths and gave 14 presentations. We wrote 38 newsletters and helped create 4 new departmental brochures. Our challenges have been finding ways to host vendor booths with a limited budget and connecting with our writing muse. Overall, we are proud of our accomplishments, especially how we’ve been able to collaborate with other state agencies for public-facing events. 
DeafBlind Outreach: DeafBlind Outreach efforts continued, with ongoing engagement both directly with DeafBlind individuals and with professionals who serve or work alongside them. Training on DeafBlind etiquette, as well as additional topics related to DeafBlindness/dual sensory hearing loss, will be planned and provided to staff to strengthen awareness and service delivery. In addition, the office will be procuring specialized equipment for the front desk to help ensure a welcoming and accessible experience for DeafBlind visitors.
Contracts & Community Partnerships
RFP - We are working with Administrative and Fiscal Services on our version of the RFP.  There are revisions required at this point. An RFP is not available to post at this time for Community Partners to apply to work with SSB. 
 
Contracts & Amendments – We have reminded out Community Partners that all contract requirements for BCA, Insurance, Rates and points of contact need to be kept current. When changes are made, they are to notify us.
 
Monitoring – Our monitoring reviews are now current with no back log. 
 
Forums & Spotlight - Our next Spotlight is scheduled for December 9th.  Changes to the Forums and Spotlight Cafés will begin in January 2026. These meetings are now reduced to 30 minutes. Forums will consist of a 15-minute training topic and then SSB updates. Spotlight Cafés will be held during the lunch hour and will include Community Partner segments to educate our staff. 
 
Website- Changes to add pages to the Community Partner section of our website have been submitted. Once the new pages are created, we will begin uploading the new and improved Community Partners manual.
 
Manual & Training – Work continues on the manual. Development of Onboarding and Refresher Courses will be coming soon in YesLMS for new and existing Community Partners. These training opportunities will be loaded soon for our Community Partners to access. Our WDU trainer, Tara Sullivan, and Susan Kusz are working on developing what training will be loaded and made available to our Community Partners.

Facilities
Currently working on updating our Building Continuity and recovery plan. 
Communication Center Updates
Audio Services
After a busy and productive autumn of 2025, Audio Services is experiencing the annual holiday slowdown in book recording requests. Students have their audio textbooks for Fall semester and are looking forward to having a winter break. Non-students get busy with planning holiday meals and get-togethers with family and friends. Our recording volunteers appreciate having flexibility in their schedules to take care of their own holiday preparations, and volunteers and staff alike appreciate not having to drive if the winter weather makes roads hazardous!
We do expect to see an increase in activity after the first of the year. Winter semesters will be getting underway, and many Minnesotans spend winter indoors, comfy on the couch with a good book (or several). 
We continue to look forward to filling our open Volunteer Coordinator position. The Volunteer Coordinator maintains communication with all of SSB’s volunteers, including those with Radio Talking Book, Braille, and Engineering. The position also maintains an accurate volunteer database of who’s active, inactive, or retired, which is important information when we host Volunteer Appreciation events around our state! Special thanks to Librarian Molly McGilp and Audio Quality Coordinator Kris Tomes for stepping in as needed to help with those responsibilities. 
One of our upcoming projects is looking at our invoicing policies and rate structures for audio transcription services to businesses. We want to be consistent with how we charge businesses for our services, and it is an opportunity to also generate some income that can help alleviate some of the budgetary pressures. We will model it after Braille’s invoicing structure, which has been in place for many years. 
Braille
The Braille Section went live July 1st 2025 with our new KLAS Database System. This will greatly help us with our MDE Quarter Reports and keep better tracking of all Braille transcription. 
As of July 1st we served 41 K-12 students. We had 165 new book purchases, and 275 print requested transcription, and 110 reused
	

Invoice Type:
	

	Invoice Status:
	ALL

	Beg Invoice Date:
	07/01/2025

	End Invoice Date:
	12/03/2025

	Invoice Line Type:
	ALL

	Sub-Detail Type in Qty:
	ALL

	Fields To Include:
	Title|ISBN|Quantity|SubQty|SubQtyWithDesc

	Detail or Summary:
	Summary


 
	Line Type
	Line Type Desc
	# Patrons
	# Lines
	# Titles
	Sum of Sub Quantity
	Total Extended Qty
	Total Invoiced Qty
	Total Invoiced

	BPNEW
	Braille: Purchased, New Textbook
	4
	20
	17
	3,672
	3,672
	20
	$4,888.00

	BPREUSE
	Braille: Purchased, Reused Textbook
	8
	13
	13
	27,178
	27,178
	13
	$22,434.27

	BTBNEW
	Braille: Textbook, New Transcription
	2
	7
	7
	563
	563
	7
	$3,518.75

	BTBREUSE
	Braille: Textbook, Reused Transcription
	6
	13
	9
	13,241
	13,241
	13
	$16,551.25

	Totals
	
	12
	53
	46
	44,654
	44,654
	53
	$47,392.27



Engineering/Radio Talking Book
This fall, longtime Radio Talking Book (RTB) broadcaster Michael LaFleur retired and we were tasked with the challenge of continuing operations without backfilling his position. The process was challenging, but working with the Engineering department we came up a solution involving using additional automation features of our current broadcasting software to reduce the remaining broadcasters' daily responsibilities. This has allowed us to alter the shift hours and consolidate duties so that more can be accomplished in less time by fewer people.
While we're proud of rising to the challenge, we are also looking forward to being able to replace the missing full-time broadcaster position when the budget allows. Getting back to regular staffing levels while continuing to use the technological benefits we've uncovered will create a more comfortable and productive work environment at RTB.

Besides installing, maintaining and repairing equipment and software, the Engineering Unit has taken on a number of other projects in the past year. In conjunction with the Braille and Talking Book Library, we have digitized over 400 books, only on cassette with were originally recorded by the RTB. They will be appearing on BARD in the near future. 
We have expanded the RTB archive program holdings from one week to two and are working on incorporating these changes into the web site, Android and iOS apps, and the Alexa Skill. We have done the necessary training and preparation and are about to start a Perkins Braille Writer repair program. We assisted with the implementation of the KLAS Library Management software system by the Braille Unit and are now working on software creation for the Audio Services and RTB units. Finally, after being certified in their repair, we have started distributing the new DA-2 talking book player from NLS.

Program Services Updates
Senior Services Unit
Not a lot to report this time around. Char just finished two classes. One in St Paul and one in Rochester. The next round of classes won’t start until after the holidays. Stacy continues to build a support group network with three new groups starting soon that will take place at our St Paul office. We will be submitting our 7OB report to the Rehabilitation Services Administration later this month. We served 3,716 consumers during federal fiscal year 2025. As usual, we have a lull in referrals between Thanksgiving and New Years. Right after New Years is our busiest time of the year. Our conjecture is that many people see their older parents at the holidays and realize they need help with their vision loss. 
Evolve Employment
The new Evolve Employment Advisory Taskforce has been assembled, and the kick off meeting will be coming soon after the holidays! 
The entire team has been workshopping in person these last few days. They are working through what the rapid engagement approach looks like. They are also doing the very challenging work of trying to balance having just enough processes to build a strong foundation but also making sure there is ample opportunity to be flexible and creative. The beauty of a model demonstration is there is a significant lack of rules and requirements, which can be both a very great thing and a very frustrating thing at the same time. But the goal of this grant is to try as many things as possible so we know what works and what doesn’t in getting good outcomes. When we have too many policies and procedures, it can be easy to get locked into a structure that doesn’t necessarily bring success. It can also very difficult to change policies and habits once they are in place. What works will get folded into the VR program as part of sustainability, and what doesn’t will be chalked up to lessons learned. 
Workforce Development Unit
There are two primary next phase objectives for Evolve VR:  1. To review our internal placement services and make adjustments to service delivery that better meet the employment needs of our customers and employers and 2. To review and make significant adjustments to the on-boarding and training for new counselors and on-going counselor training.  We need to take greater control of ensuring that counselors we hire are trained by SSB to have a deep foundational knowledge of all applicable elements of our program and the ability to apply critical thinking to the work they do. 
Data
	Data Set
	July 1-Present

	Applications Received for Services
	80

	Individuals Being Served (WDU Open Cases)
	824

	Applicants (WDU Pending Cases)
	8

	Successful Closures
	38

	Unsuccessful Closures  
	61

	Total Closures
	21

	Average Caseload Size per Counselor WDU
	51.4



Employment & Training Team 
O&M 2025 Accomplishments
· Worked with individuals across the state in home, work, school and community settings for 1:1 training and group ATB classes 
· Collaborated with colleagues (IL and AT) to create a BEP assessment
· Provided virtual workshop for Pre-ETS parents on O&M for transition students
· Began Zoom check-ins for customers receiving O&M
· Collaborated with other agencies and individuals to plan White Cane Day at the capitol
· Connected with traffic engineers throughout the state to problem-solve as needed
Challenges
· Finding ways to meet the needs of all MN residents with vision loss and O&M needs

Employment Services
· Our latest pharmacy technician training concluded the week before Thanksgiving. 2 SSB participants graduated with a pharmacy technician license and are on their way to becoming nationally certified, joining the other 4 licensed 2025 graduates working toward this goal. 
· Businesses offering retail, telecommunications, and art were launched or revamped in 2025 with support through SSB. Be on the alert for our next round of recruiting for the role of pharmacy technician, coming to you in 2026. 
· Challenges have been the economy, massive layoffs with large employers and jobs that are posted but companies are not really hiring for the position, (Ghost job postings)

Assistive Tech
· Team is busy working with accessible AI tools, and several pairs of mainstream and assistive technology AI glasses this year.  
· Jesse in Pre-ETS role: Participated in the Summer Transition Program this year, spoke about current assistive technology, and helped with mock interviews. Served on the bi-monthly AT group between MDE and SSB, where we have been working on a guide for teachers and school staff on the process of getting students AT through the schools.  Recently participated in the recent Low Vision Clinics and College 101 webinar. Virtual and augmented reality may also start being used more in school and employment, in addition to games, so it will be important that blind and visually impaired users aren't left behind.  

ELL Program
· The English program has been strong this year with many students making gains in all areas of English. Students have been gaining more confidence with speaking in English with SSB staff and in the community which has been wonderful to see. 
· In November, Abbi started a Speaking and Listening class. Currently, there are 6 students in this class. The class meets once a week online. Abbi plans to expand this class by offering more days a week and possibly in-person in the new year. 
· Capacity continues to be a problem, so Abbi is planning to create more classes and opportunities to get more students involved

ERAF
Program Update – FY26 (Since Reinstatement in October 2025)
· ERAF reinstated in October 2025. Total reimbursements approved (FY26 to date): $180,168.06
· Q1: $81,168.06
· Q2 (to date): $99,000.00
· Total denials: $31,008.85
· Q1: $30,520.00
· Q2: $488.85
· Applications submitted: 25 (approved: 22; denied)
· Approval amounts are slightly below FY25’s average of $125,000 per quarter, due to the temporary pause—not a drop in demand.
· Employer Impact
· August pause highlighted employer reliance on ERAF:
· One employer had to postpone hiring a blind/low-vision candidate due to lack of accommodation funding.
· Others reported financial strain from carrying accommodation-related debt while awaiting reimbursement.
· Employers emphasized that ERAF is: A critical support tool for ADA compliance.
· Essential for retaining employees and inclusive hiring.
· Especially vital for small and mid-sized businesses.
· National Interest & Outreach: ERAF is gaining national visibility:
· Interest from workforce and disability agencies across the U.S.
· Upcoming meeting with the Maryland Department of Disabilities to explore replication.
· Launching a new ERAF Information Session Series in early 2026 to:
· Expand employer outreach.
· Strengthen partnerships.
· Promote best practices.
· Key Takeaway-Early FY26 activity confirms ERAF remains a vital resource for:
· Advancing workplace accessibility.
· Supporting the economic health of Minnesota’s small and mid-sized employers.


Pre-ETS
Fall programs are in full swing for our Youth Services team. 
· On Nov. 25th we hosted our annual College 101 workshop where high school students connect with current  college students to learn about being ready for college life and learning.  Check out the latest Blind Abilities podcast to hear a recording of the event. Additional monthly college readiness workshops are being planned for the first part of 2026 to dive more deeply into some of these essential skills.
· Our two new peer ambassadors, Ava and Preston, are hosting a Meet & Greet tonight. This is an opportunity for them to meet students, parents, and teachers as they embark on their new position.  We are so grateful for all the work Amy and Maddie have done as our first peer ambassadors, and Ava and Preston will carry on their good work. 
· We were happy to have our Multiple Systems and Pathways Navigator, Laila Nachar, attend the NFB MN convention in November. She particularly enjoyed connecting with people and learning more about the advocacy issues important to our customers.
Business Enterprise Program
BEP Operator Mike Malikowski retired in October after 46 years in the BEP. Mike was the vending operator at the St. Cloud prison during his entire BEP career. The prison had a retirement party for Mike and Jerry Christensen presented him with a Retirement Certificate.

The BEP is compiling information for its annual RSA 15 report. The BEP will have data to share with the council at their next meeting.

The BEP continues to work with its elected committee of blind vendors on updating its administrative Rules. The committee hopes to have a draft ready for internal review in early 2026.

The BEP is exploring the potential of operating the commissary services at two Direct Care Facilities in Moose Lake and St. Peter. 

The BEP continues to work with the Department of Corrections (DOC) on installing micro markets in the employee breakrooms at DOC prisons. BEP operators are using teaming partners to provide these services. 
