Greetings Council,
Updates from CSAVR/NCSAB Conferences
I just returned from a long week in DC attending CSAVR and NCSAB. At CSAVR, the vibe was somber. While RSA attended, they were not answering questions and did not speak to the upcoming move of OSERS to another department. The biggest takeaway from CSAVR was the message: stop saying you are the best kept secret and do something about it. VR is the only federal grant program that receives a build in cost of living adjustment. Legislators hone in on this frequently, and we need to make sure that the program is visible and valuable. 
NCSAB I think had a more positive tone. Minnesota was well represented. RSA shared the most recent performance metrics for blind agencies, and Minnesota was in the #8 in the country for Measurable Skills Gains. Ed and Stacy presented on the Aging Eyes Initiative, and afterwards they had several programs, including a tribal VR program in Michigan, wanting information on how to replicate the model. Mike Colbrunn, one of our BEP operators, did the keynote and was met with a standing ovation and not many dry eyes. We also heard some pretty direct commentary regarding the state of Randolph-Sheppard nationally. One thing that is concerning is some operators never step foot in their vending facilities. They contract out for everything, and the Army is noticing. Fortunately in Minnesota, our operators are required to actively participate. 
I am wondering if it would be ok for me to turn it over briefly to Justin for his thoughts on and takeaways from the NCSAB conference before I continue?
Budget Update
A few budget updates to share:
The February 2026 Minnesota budget forecast projects a $3.7 billion surplus for the current 2026-2027 biennium, driven by improved economic outlook and higher revenue. This is a $1.3 billion increase from the November forecast. However, a structural imbalance persists for 2028-2029, with a projected $3.4 billion deficit when accounting for inflation. SSB is safe this year from any state cuts. Agencies, however, have been instructed to not request any appropriation increases and focus only on minor policy change request for SFY27, so we will remain steady funded. 
We received our FFY26 VR and Older Blind appropriations through end of September. VR received an increase of $242,042 (a little less than 2%), and OB received a decrease of $4,655. The decrease is due to population decreases in Minnesota. 
Overall, our target for all of SSB for where we should be at budget wise is 72%, and we are at 64%, 8% under budget. However, we are still watching the VR program carefully, as we are projecting another deficit at the end of this federal fiscal year. The good news is case service expenditures have not seen the same dramatic spike that they did last year, and the month over month costs remain more steady and predictable with the only anomalies being when college tuition payments are due. Those costs are approximately $200,000 each semester.  
BEP Operator Recognized by Governor Walz
On Wednesday, we had the great honor of joining Governor Walz in recognizing Eric Harms, the BEP operator at the State Capitol. Governor Walz came by as part of his small-business stop overs. The Governor made a comment akin to “these are the kinds of businesses we need to support in our state”, and with BEP under scrutiny at the federal level, this was a great thing to hear. We were also joined by Mike Colbrunn, and the Governor and Mike shared stories of living in Mankato. Thank you to Lisa Rogers for being our honorary photographer. 

Administrative Updates
Outreach
The busy spring conference season is in full swing. Last week, the Outreach Team collaborated with the National Library Service to help staff their vendor booth at the national Public Library Association’s conference. The conference was held at the Minneapolis Convention Center and had 6,000 in attendance! This was a great opportunity to affirm our commitment as a partner with NLS and also connect with librarians across Minnesota to share information about our services for anyone with a print-related disability.
Other spring highlights include presenting SSB services to the St. Cloud Lions Club, hosting a booth at the Grove City resource fair for seniors, and a 2-day fair for Minnesota native seniors at Leech Lake.  
In between public events, we continue to gather and write stories of impact, newsletters, and website updates.
Contracts & Community Partnerships
(If not mentioned already) Susan Kusz will be on leave for approximately 6 weeks beginning Monday, March 23rd and returning around the first full week of May. All contracts related questions should be routed to Jennifer Beilke; feel free to include me as needed! Nyia Vang will be providing contract support to Jennifer during this time and Lisa Rogers will be covering Community Partner communications and events including the Partner Post Newsletter. Upcoming Community Partner Events include:   
CP Spotlight Café Wednesday,. April 8th 12:00 – 12:30 PM  This month's Spotlight feature Community Partners are Monica Bulbotz and a representative from My Path, a contracted CP with DEED VRS;
CP Forum Monday, April 27th 8:00 – 8:30 AM This month’s Forum will feature a training on data privacy. All CPs are encouraged to attend for this important learning session. The session will be recorded and archived on SSB’s website for anyone who can’t attend the Forum; 
CP Listening Session on Wednesday, May 13th 8:00 – 9:00 AM  Instead of a May Spotlight Café, we will be hosting a listening session just for Community Partners. This will be an opportunity for CPs to share Please join us to share your thoughts on SSB's Community Partner program.  

A Few Director Staffing Updates
Chris Johnson will be extending her post-retirement option through at least July 31. She will be working 4 hours Tues and Wed, and 2 hours on Thurs. She will be focusing on mentorship of Woinitu and VRS’s new fiscal person.
Brianna Holeman is splitting her time between Deputy Directoring at SSB and supporting the Paid Leave team. She is overseeing a small group at Paid Leave while they hire a manager. We anticipate she will be doing this split role through May. 

Communication Center Updates
Audio Services is pleased to report the unusually slow winter season has subsided and the book recording requests are again coming in! Calls for everything from cookbooks to religious homilies to the Commercial Driver’s License manual for the Minnesota Department of Public Safety. Volunteer readers and staff alike are relieved that we haven’t been replaced by artificial intelligence just yet!
Braille
Patrick Barrett, Office and Administrative Specialist, will be retiring this Friday, April 10. Pat has been a dedicated employee with the State of Minnesota since October 10, 2013, and we thank him for his years of service and contributions.
The Office and Administrative Specialist position was posted on March 3, 2026. Interviews for this role are scheduled to begin on Monday, April 13.

Engineering/Radio Talking Book
We have completed development and testing on updates to the Android and iOS smartphone apps for the Radio Talking Book, RTB. While most of the improvements were internal, necessitated by requirements from Apple and Google, we are now able to offer two weeks of archived RTB programs. Now you pick your week, day, and hour, and listen away. (Late-Breaking News) The apps have been approved by both app stores, so should be available to everybody.
Engineering has completed repair on its first Perkins Braille Writers. We sent two staff to training at Perkins last summer and have been preparing for this work since then. We are now repairing Braillers for SSB staff, volunteer transcribers, and a few machines that are loaned to WDU or Senior Services customers. 
Work continues on our efforts to replace software in the Communication Center. Our DAISY book recording app now records and saves .WAV files and displays a real-time waveform of the recording. We are now working on structuring and other requirements.
Finally, the Engineering staff has done a major cleaning and re-organization of our warehouse! This was done because it needed to be done, and because we needed to free up space for the Business Enterprise Program, BEP, to store vending machines. 

Program Services Updates
Senior Services Unit
1. Men’s support group started in St Paul April 8
1. Char’s new group ATB class started in St Paul on April 7
1. We finished second to only California again in numbers this year.
Evolve Employment
The Evolve Employment program continues to make steady progress across all service areas, with staff actively delivering services in retention, benefits planning, and career navigation. Referral volume is increasing, indicating growing awareness and engagement from counselors and partners. Participants are responding positively to services, particularly those that are hands-on and directly tied to employment outcomes, including assistive technology training, benefits planning, and job exposure activities such as tours, informational interviews, and job shadows.

We anticipate hiring an additional career navigator in the coming months. 
 
We are also identifying consistent needs among participants, particularly those with limited work experience or additional barriers to employment. This insight is informing how services are delivered and will guide ongoing program development. Benefits navigation, especially as it relates to job retention, has emerged as a critical area of need and targeted support in this area is already helping individuals maintain employment. Notably, the program has been able to serve and retain individuals who may not have traditionally qualified for services, resulting in successful job preservation.
 
The program continues to operate using a dual-customer model, supporting both participants and employers. Efforts are underway to expand employer engagement, including the development of an employer-focused advisory committee to ensure alignment with business needs and workforce demands.
 
In addition, planning is underway to develop training opportunities in customer service and technology careers. The team anticipates releasing a Request for Proposal to support the development of an internal training program. A separate Request for Proposal for participant services is also expected to be released soon. 

The Evolve Employment Advisory Taskforce has been paused due to limited engagement; plans are in place to relaunch the application process to strengthen participation.
 
Overall, the program is moving forward as intended, balancing active service delivery with continuous improvement. The team remains engaged and responsive, continuing to build a consistent, effective, and sustainable service model that supports both participant success and employer partnership.

Workforce Development Unit
We are working with HR to fill the VR Tech position that supports our intake counselor. The posting will hopefully go live this week.
Part-time payer Amber Drobinski starts on Wednesday 4/8/26 
VR Counselors are being assigned at least two to three customers last month. 
· Number of Intake Interviews conducted in March: 20
· Cases opened and assigned to VR counselors in March: 30
· Cases pending that have completed our SSB Orientation and Intake Interview needing either a signed SSB application and/or eye report: 36
· Interviews scheduled in April so far: 8

PY2024 Performance Metrics
Minnesota Performance Score: 105.37%
	Performance Indicators
	Original Negotiated Level
	RSA-Adjusted Level
	What We Got
	Indicator Score

	Measurable Skill Gains Rate
	50.7%
	56.1%
	56.3%
	100.4%

	Employment Rate -  2nd Quarter After Exit
	58.0%
	54.8%
	55.0%
	100.4%

	Median Earnings - 2nd Quarter After Exit
	$3,850
	$3,445
	$3,696
	107.3%

	Employment Rate -  4th Quarter After Exit
	57.9%
	54.8%
	55.4%
	101.1%

	Credential Attainment Rate
	44.5%
	34.5%
	40.6%
	117.6%



Data
	Data Set
	July 1-Present

	Applications Received for Services
	164

	Individuals Being Served (WDU Open Cases)
	805

	Applicants (WDU Pending Cases)
	7

	Successful Closures
	73

	Unsuccessful Closures  
	128

	Total Closures
	201

	Average Caseload Size per Counselor WDU
	50.3



Employment & Training Team 
Orientation & Mobility: Abdi and Jenny are working with Pre-ETS staff to host an O&M College week April 13-17. Campus visits where multiple students plan to attend or have an interest in attending include: Minneapolis College, University of MN-Twin Cities, St. John’s, and St. Ben’s University. Each campus visit will provide an opportunity to explore and apply O&M skills to locate key buildings, rooms, landmarks, and transportation needs. SSB students currently attending each school are invited to join during part of the day for mentoring and social connection. On April 14th, Abdi and Jenny are hosting a Zoom for ALL students who will be freshmen this fall:
“Start Packing: Your O&M Tips & Tools for College!”

ELL: English classes have been going well. The Speaking and Listening class was in person at SSB yesterday, and they had a wonderful time doing some O&M and music activities in English with one of SSB’s O&M instructors. Abbi was also featured on the Blind Abilities podcast a couple of weeks ago, talking about the program. 

ERAF: ERAF had a productive third quarter, building strong momentum following the funding pause. The team focused on processing reimbursements, employer outreach, informational sessions, and maintaining key partnerships. We also launched the first edition of The ERAF Exchange newsletter in March.
Program activity for Q3 included:
 • Applications submitted: 30
 • Applications approved: 30
 • Applications denied: 5
 • Total funds approved this quarter: $111,585.71
 • Total reimbursements to date: $1,690,156.61
A major highlight this quarter was Ray’s invitation to serve as a panelist at the U.S. Department of Labor’s Stay-at-Work/Return-to-Work Policy Forum on April 7. He presented Minnesota’s ERAF program as a national model, generating strong interest from policymakers and practitioners. Discussion at the forum centered on strengthening SAW/RTW systems, addressing employer awareness gaps, improving cross‑agency coordination, and expanding supports for small and mid-sized businesses. ERAF continues to rebuild and expand its network while demonstrating statewide and national impact.

Pre-ETS
We are working with HR through the hiring process to fill the position of VR Tech on our Youth Services team. We will share more as we can.
We have several exciting activities coming up in April.
· April 9 Kia Sadler and Lori Thompson facilitated a kitchen class for students and parents. It showcases tips and techniques for food prep and cooking.
· April 13-17 our O&M instructors will be visiting 4 college campuses and hosting a zoom meeting for incoming college freshmen. The hope is to help students learn a general sense of the campus as well as connect them to other students. The campus tour schedule is:
· April 13 - Minneapolis College
· April 14 - College O&M Zoom for all incoming freshmen, any campus
· April 15 - St. John’s and St. Ben’s
· April 17 - U of M-Twin Cities
· April 17-19, Career Climb, facilitated by Penny Forward, will be hosting a workshop at SSB. This three-day workshop empowers students to:
· Discover strengths and leadership style
· Build professional tools (resume, LinkedIn, cover letter)
· Strengthen financial literacy through real-life simulations
· Practice networking and interviewing with peer and mentor feedback
· Leave with a 90-day action plan for career and financial success
· Receive 5 individual coaching sessions to help you put learning into action
· On April 21, Tou will be hosting the third and final College Readiness Workshop for this year.  The topic for this session is Achieving Peak Performance.
Business Enterprise Program
· The US Army has requested and received an exemption for dining contracts at a couple dozen military basis. This exemption was granted by the Department of Education and these contracts will no longer be subject to the Randolph-Sheppard Act. BEP operators and the National Association of Blind Merchants have filed a lawsuit against the Department of Education as it is believed this exemption is not consistent with what the law requires. 
· BEP operator, Joe Lazarich will retire from the BEP in July. Joe has been a BEP operator for over 50 years. Joe operates a vending breakroom at the Eagan post office. There is another BEP operator at this location and he will absorb Joe’s section. Congratulation Joe! Thank you for your many years of dedication to the BEP and your customers. 
· The BEP’s military dining contract at Camp Ripley had it’s first year anniversary in March. All is going well and BEP operator Mike Colbrunn has done an exceptional job with this account. 
· The next quarterly meeting of the Elected Committee of Blind Vendors will take place on Friday, April 17th.
