Greetings Council,
It is hard to believe summer has already flown by. I feel like the vast majority of my time over these past few months have been trying to break down fiscal barriers and burdens that are causing teams a lot of frustrations. There has also been a lot happening nationally that I have been paying careful attention to, as I don’t want to us to be caught in a reactive situation when changes hit. 
National News
Army Waiver
A decision has been issued in Taylor et al v. United States Department of Education. A judge determined the Department of Education (ED) did not follow its regulations when granting the US Army an exemption for dining contracts at two dozen military basis. This decision upholds the Randolph-Sheppard (R-S) priority at these facilities. We are still waiting to see if ED will appeal. In the meantime, R-S representatives will be trying to reengage these army facilities to exercise the R-S priority. 
2 CFR 200 Uniform Guidance
A few months ago OMB announced a major revision to 2 CFR 200 Uniform Guidance. 2 CFR 200 is the regulation that describes what we can and cannot pay for using federal funds. It is one of the most important regulations that we follow at SSB. The changes to this specific piece of federal regulation, which applies to any entity that receives federal dollars, impacts hundreds of thousands of state agencies, non-profits, institutions of higher education, and private businesses. Some of the most notable impacts to SSB may include:
· Less authority and flexibility around delivering services under the VR, Older Blind, and Randolph-Sheppard programs because of how standardized the proposed guidance has become.  
· DEI prohibitions make it unclear how that will impact our ability to provide services to a specific population (in our case, blind, low vision, and DeafBlind Minnesotans). 
· Narrowing the definition of personal identifiable information (PII) puts our customers’ data privacy at risk. 
· All staff and contractors must go through the E-Verify system. SSB already does this, but other agencies will have a lot more to do to be ready for this change.
· There are extra requirements around reporting and drawing down funds.
· A heightened emphasis on contractor monitoring, including a vague addition around termination of contracts due to “reputational risk”. 
· An elimination of fixed subawards. While not allowed to do in the VR program, this is allowed for Older Blind. Many state agencies use community partners to deliver the Older Blind program. We do not do this at SSB, but it will impact many other state agencies. 
· A huge, burdensome prior approval process for staff to be able to attend any and all conferences and trainings.  The ability to pay for staff to pursue professional development will be highly restricted. 
· Restrictions on subscriptions will impact accessible news programs.
Many of the changes are going to effect how we do our work here at SSB, but the biggest impact is that they proposed implementation to start on October 1. If you were working in the VR program when the feds implemented the changes to the VR regulations (i.e., effective immediately), you will remember the sheer amount of chaos, extra work, and stress that was placed on staff. This would be a bit similar to that experience but for hundreds of thousands of entities, not just VR.
OMB received over 300,000 comments from over 50,000 individuals. Because of how long it will take them to review each comment and respond, they are hinting at a delayed implementation of January 1. In addition, the Senate’s version of a continuing resolution (CR) to keep the government open includes language that would delay the implementation of the changes to the Uniform Guidance. 
Transition to Health and Human Services
On June 15th, the Department of Education and the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitation Services entered into an Interagency Agreement with the Department of Health and Human Services. Based on the conversations we have had with ED, what this agreement will look like in implementation is still unclear even to OSERS leadership. There are many statutorily required items that cannot transfer outside of ED, and those things will remain there. It also seems much or all of RSA will remain intact, and how we work with them remains the same. 
The partnership is mean to (1) ensure consistency across the continuum of services to infants, toddlers, children, youth, and adults with disabilities; (2) enable administrative reforms to agency policies and programmatic requirements; (3) provide process improvements to enhance outcomes for individuals with disabilities; and (4) connect OSERS programs with HHS programs and related research.  
On July 30th, the Senate HELP Committee passed legislation that, if passed by the full Senate, passed by the House of Representatives, and signed into law, would prohibit OSERs and its programs from being transferred to any other federal agency.  This vote will have no immediate implications for the planned transfer of OSERS activities to HHS but sends a strong signal and is a meaningful bipartisan affirmation that special education and VR activities do not fit neatly at either the Department of Health and Human Services or the Department of Labor.
Federal Monitoring
RSA just announced the states that will be monitored in FFY27 and 28. In an interesting turn of events, Minnesota General (VRS) will be monitored in 2028, but Minnesota Blind (SSB) will not be. We suspect this is because VRS is on order of selection, and RSA has taken a heightened interest in figuring out why states that are on OOS. Regardless, WDU will be starting monitoring bootcamp in September, as I am fully preparing us to be monitored in 2029 or 2030. Several of us will be meeting in a few weeks to walk through the VR Wellness Checklist and identify areas of strength and opportunities for improvement. We will be identifying one counselor and one VR-Tech to also join that meeting and other future monitoring conversations as we prepare our agency to soar through things with flying colors. 
Heightened Focus on Meaningful Pre-ETS
In the next few weeks, RSA will be sending out a Dear Colleague letter that talks about the importance of meaningful Pre-ETS delivery and allowable costs. The NCSAB leadership team met with Chris Pope and David Steele, and they shared with us that they have asked a few states for funds back because some of their summer programming did not meet the definition of Pre-ETS. They used the example of students going to a water park. An hour of their time was spent doing career exploration and learning about the various jobs available at the water park. The rest of their time was spent going down water slides. The hour of exploration is allowable, the rest of the time was not. Therefore, the VR agency had to pay back the federal government. They are directing us to make sure our Pre-ETS are 1) individualized, 2) meaningful and provided with intention and purpose, and 3) documented. 
NCSRC, CSAVR, and NCSAB National Conferences
This year has been a year of transition not only for our federal partners but our professional organizations as well. As such, the fall conferences this year are going to be highly focused on leadership in the face of change, fiscal management, and quality service delivery. SSB staff submitted two proposals for NCSAB (one on Pre-ETS and one on English Language Learning), and we have been asked to join two other proposals for CSAVR (one on collaboration between blind and general agencies and one on working with shared services/DSA). Registration just opened up for these conferences. 
Administrative Updates
Fiscal
SFY26 has come to a close, and we ended on a positive note. We were able to carry forward approximately $641,000 of funds into SFY27. This will be incredibly beneficial as we are projecting a state funding deficit attributed to annual salary increases and the CCSS replacement project. As a reminder, replacing our 20+ year old Communication Center software system was essentially an unfunded mandate. We had no choice but to do it, but we never received any extra funds to cover the cost. We anticipate the entire project will cost a total of 1 to 1.5million by the end, and that amount covers both an off-the-shelf product paired with a customized, MNIT-homegrown system and interface. 
Our federal funding situation for the first time in a while is very positive. My goal was to get our VR carryforward back to about 1 million (around 10% of our total award) by 2028. If we continue the trajectory, we will accomplish that. Carry forward funds allows some breathing room should we have unexpected costs or an unpredicted spike in client services. Without that breathing room, we can get in a precarious state of having to consider going on order of selection if we don’t have enough funds to provide services. Order of selection is a last resort option that I am not interested in entertaining; therefore, we need to have a reasonable financial cushion. Nationally, VR is experiencing a significant budgetary crisis and not one VR agency is immune to it. Currently, there are 16 VR agencies on order of selection and at least a dozen more in the process of going on it. 2 of those agencies are blind agencies: Arkansas and Oregon. 
We have requested 1 million for VR and 500,000 for Senior Services in reallotment funds, and we will continue requesting additional funds every year so that we can provide the whole bandwidth of services to as many people as possible while rebuilding our carryforward funds. 
Outreach
Since the last council meeting, the Lisas have given 4 presentations, hosted booths at 2 conferences, and gave a tour at SSB. We continue keeping busy conducting interviews and writing stories of impact, writing newsletters, and helping plan events like the SSB All-Staff meeting in August and White Cane Awareness Day coming in October. We look forward to taking shifts at MCD’s state fair booth. Look for us in the Education Building.  
Contracts & Community Partnerships
We are excited to welcome our new Assistant Contracts Specialist Aaron Weikum who started on the 12th. We have our Request for Proposals (RFP) posted to accept applications from Community Partners providing ATB, employment related services, and Pre-ETS under VR program funds and ATB and employment services under the DIF Grant program funds.  
Communication Center Updates
Audio Services
Audio Services staff are looking forward to the SSB Metro Volunteer Appreciation Event taking place on September 12th. It’s an opportunity to remind our volunteers that we greatly appreciate their time and expertise in creating accessible materials for people with print disabilities. We also make a point of sharing words of thanks, and testimonials from our customers who use those materials. Transcribing print into audio can be a solitary venture, and it’s easy to forget that you’re part of a larger community of volunteers creating accessibility for people who can’t use the printed word. 
We were also reminded in mid-June that our workload resembles a rollercoaster that we can never predict. After a couple of unusually slow months, a longtime customer came to SSB to deliver 81 books from his private professional wrestling collection! We learned he’s an amateur historian of pro wrestling in the United States, and the 81 books he delivered are apparently just a segment of a much larger collection. He’s debating whether to have us record his entire library. We’ve made it clear we’d be thrilled to do so, but it’s going to take some time! 
We are looking at a creative solution to hire an audio services volunteer coordinator. This team has been doing their job plus another in the face of this vacancy, and even though our state budget is tight, we want to make sure this team gets some relief. Jeff has been an amazing advocate and is working with Brianna Holeman to figure out something that might work. The position may look a bit different and it may not be full time, but we are trying to see what can be possible. 
Braille
The Braille Section will be interviewing eight (8) candidates for the “Braille Library Support Specialist” position next week, August 17-20. This position was vacated by Patrick Barrett who retired this past April. The estimated K-12 Braille Orders for the up-coming FY26-27 school is year is as follows: 
· 85 Purchased
· 67 Reused Purchased and Transcribed
· 46 New Transcribed
· Total as of today 198 Braille Orders for FY26-27
Engineering/Radio Talking Book
(no significant RTB updates other than CCSS upgrade which Engineering will provide)

Program Services Updates
Senior Services Unit
[bookmark: _Int_qMtP3rOR][bookmark: _Int_0bDfTgUD][bookmark: _Int_jCjHC7sQ]It’s business as usual in Senior Services. Char wrapped up two group ATB classes earlier this summer and is set to begin two more soon. Stacy is continuing her work building a support group network across the state. We now have groups in most regions across the state. Courtney is helping us do some much needed case management cleanup with a shout out to Lauren and Amy for their work helping on that. Jess has also been pitching in covering Brent’s area while he is out in West Virginia. He is out there helping his daughter who just had a baby. Congrats to Brent! Harmonia is his third grandchild. Numbers of seniors served continues to be strong with us heading towards a year end number of around 3,800 served. 
Evolve Employment
Workforce Development Unit
The Workforce Development Unit is close to being fully staffed.  We will enjoy that until we aren’t!  I want to especially recognize Angela Kraninger, Sheila Koenig, and Sara Kreiling for their work on this.  
Data
	Data Set
	July 1-Present

	Applications Received for Services
	21

	Individuals Being Served (WDU Open Cases)
	780

	Applicants (WDU Pending Cases)
	6

	Successful Closures
	5

	Unsuccessful Closures  
	16

	Total Closures
	21

	Average Caseload Size per Counselor WDU
	48


Employment & Training Team 
Pre-ETS
Our team is offering a few College Drop-in sessions to help students gather required documents and learn how to access those documents in the future.  The 3 sessions will occur at SSB 2200.
Wednesday, August 12th from 8am-12pm
Tuesday, August 18th from 1pm-4:30pm
Thursday, August 20th from 8am-12pm

11 students participated in our Career Exploration event in Brainerd last weekend. They participated in informational interviews, job shadows, and other advocacy-building activities.  We also have 10 students attending the Wilderness Inquiry program with Duluth Lighthouse this week.
Our next day event with Wilderness Inquiry will be September 20th. Students will learn about self-advocacy and develop teamwork skills. The trip will start in Brooklyn Park and paddle on the Mississippi to NE Mpls.
Business Enterprise Program
· BEP operator, Mary Armstrong, will retire from the BEP in December. Mary’s business was bid out, and Emily Zitek was the top bidder. Emily and Mary are working on a transition plan which will take place at the end of the year. Congratulation to Mary and to Emily.  
· The BEP’s elected committee is holding its annual elections for open seats. These individuals will start their term on the committee in January 2027. 
· The BEP is currently in the process of dispersing federal commission payments around $1,000 to all BEP operators. These dollars are collected from federal facilities by the program and dispersed to BEP operators when the balance of the account reaches a level the elected committee deems significant to disperse.
· BEP management coordinators are working with BEP operators on annual reviews. This provides the opportunity for review of business financials as well as discussion on how to better effectively operate their business and what equipment may need to be upgraded. 

