State Rehabilitation Council for the Blind
Bi-Monthly Meeting Minutes
Thursday, August 7, 2025

I. Call to Order
Chair Samantha Flax called the regular meeting of the State Rehabilitation Council for the Blind to order at 5:40 PM on Thursday, August 7, 2025, people were present on zoom and in person.
II. Roll call
Samantha Flax conducted a roll call, and the following people were present:
SRC-B Members: Samantha Flax, Chair; Paulo Castro; Diane Dohnalik; Frank Eller; Sue Fager; Deborah Gleason; Tom Heinl; Rob Hobson; Thea Kramer; Kelly Lemke; Jeff Mihelich; Corbb O’Connor; Justin Salisbury; Steve Sawczyn, and Patrick Vellia.
SSB Staff: Natasha Jerde, Director; Nyia Vang, SRC-B Staff Liaison; Dave Andrews; Jennifer Beilke; Jon Benson; Sandy Bloch; Aarica Burke; Eric Van Dam; Isaac Hanninen; Sheila Koenig; Susan Kusz; Deanna Langston and Alana Strickler.
Members of the Audience: Briley O’Connor; Silas O’Connor; Rocky Hart; Steve Jacobson; Jennifer Dunnam; and Judy Sanders.

III. Approval of Minutes
The Chair called for a motion to approve the minutes of the June 5, 2025, meeting. Frank Eller moved for approval, and Jeff Mihelich seconded the motion. The motion passed unanimously.
IV. Committee Appointments and Annual Report    
The Chair reminded committee chairs that Annual Reports are due by October 15 and encouraged everyone to submit their reports on time. For the upcoming year beginning in September, the Chair announced committee appointments, ensuring that each Councilmember serves on at least two committees, with several members appointed as chairs.
Jeff Mihelich will chair the Communication Center Committee, joined by Diane Dohnalik, Tom Heinl, Catherine Durivage, Lynne Johnson, Steve Jacobson, Corbb O’Connor, and Steve Sawczyn. The Community Partners and Measures Committee will be chaired by Deborah Gleason, with members Rob Hobson, Thea Kramer, Briley O’Connor, and Kimberly Strickland. Corbb O’Connor will chair the Customer Satisfaction, Goals and Priorities Committee, with members Thea Kramer, Jennifer Points, Steve Jacobson, Connie Berg, Paulo Castro, and Sue Fager.
Patrick Vellia will chair the DeafBlind Committee, with members Hannah Harriman, Wendy DeVore, Rocky Hart, Kim Johnson, and Ann Mayes. The Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Committee will be chaired by Justin Salisbury, joined by Connie Berg, Frank Eller, Patrick Vellia, and Paulo Castro. Hannah Harriman will chair the Employment Committee, with members Rob Hobson, Deborah Gleason, Justin Salisbury, and Frank Eller.
The Senior Services Committee will be chaired by Kelly Lemke, with members Tom Heinl, Jeff Mihelich, Jan Bailey, Teresa Gfroerer, Barb Klein, and Linda Warren. Finally, Steve Sawczyn will chair the Transition Committee, with members Diane Dohnalik, Sue Fager, Kelly Lemke, and Jennifer Points.
A motion to approve the committee appointments was made by Corbb O’Connor and seconded by Steve Sawczyn. The motion passed unanimously. The Chair encouraged new and returning committee chairs to review their committee goals and priorities at the first meeting of the year and to develop a plan for their work. Deborah Gleason asked about resources to better understand her committee’s role, and she was assured that additional information and support would be provided. Natasha Jerde also noted that staff will be offering committee training for both new and returning members to review roles, responsibilities, and staff liaison support.
V. Upcoming Fall Conferences   
The Chair introduced the upcoming fall conferences and confirmed the names and order: NCSRC, CSAVR, and NCSAB. The NCSRC will be held November 1–2, followed by CSAVR on November 3–5 (ending midday on the 5th), and then NCSAB on November 5 (afternoon)–7. All the conferences will be held at the Manchester Grand Hyatt in San Diego. Natasha explained that NCSRC focuses on council governance, policy, and best practices for running strong Councils; CSAVR includes all VR agencies across the country with a focus on national policy; and NCSAB is specific to Blindness agencies and their priorities.
Councilmembers discussed interest in attending. Rob Hobson expressed interest in attending CSAVR and NCSAB. Thea Kramer expressed interest in attending NCSRC. Corbb O’Connor noted he may attend NCSRC and, as Budget Committee Chair, assured the Council that funding should be sufficient for interested members. Councilmembers asked about logistics for travel and lodging. Staff clarified that SSB will book flights and hotels for attendees and that per diem will be reimbursed after the trip.
VI. Budget Task Force 
During the budget review, the Training line item was examined. As no funds were spent during the past year and it has been extremely difficult to pay outside speakers, reduce the Training line item by $600. The Transportation line item for Uber and Lyft also appeared to be running low. Increase was made to the Transportation line item by $200. Corbb O’Connor suggested that the committee consider lowering or eliminating the food budget. After discussion, the committee agreed that this matter should be brought forward for a dedicated conversation at a future meeting. No formal action was taken at this time.
VII. Director’s Report (full report included in transcript.)
Budget & Finance
· Projected ~$400,000 deficit by end of FY25. Cuts already implemented across programs to prepare for possible $2M federal reduction.
· President’s proposed budget: 8% cut, elimination of CAP, PAIR, Supported Employment, and training grants.
· Senate Appropriations version more favorable: restores funding to CAP, PAIR, Supported Employment, training, and includes inflationary increase.
· State-level concern: ERAF funding error may end program early; staff to transition to DIF grant team.
Program & Operations
· Minnesota Braille Challenge students honored by Lt. Gov. Peggy Flanagan.
· Disability activists from Pakistan visiting SSB September 2.
· DIF Grant now serving participants; Advisory Council and RFPs in development.
· Engineering recognition: Joe Niffen named Engineer of the Year. Staff trained on Perkins Braille repair to reduce backlog.
Policy & Federal Guidance
1. SMW: Elimination of special wage certificates.
2. Section 503: Removes disability self-ID requirement and 7% goal for federal contractors.
3. Gender Reporting: Federal reporting limited to Female / Male / Unknown.
4. Work Authorization: Anticipated policy change requiring work authorization for VR eligibility.
5. DEI Language: RSA requires removal of DEI&A references from State Plan Goals and Priorities.
VIII. Committee Reports
State Rehabilitation Council: no report was received.
State Independent Living Council: 
Kelly Lemke reported that they will be partnering with MCD to host booths at several county fairs and at the Minnesota State Fair. Come fall, there will be six open council positions available. A member of MNSILC recently attended the NCIL conference, where the transportation and employment position papers were updated, and a new employment paper was developed, which is now available on the MNSILC website.
At their most recent meeting, MNSILC toured Access North in Hibbing, one of Minnesota’s eight Centers for Independent Living. Access North recently celebrated its 40th anniversary and provides the five core services of independent living skills training, information and referral, advocacy, peer mentoring and group support, and transition to community. During the visit, MNSILC learned about Access North’s ramps project, home modifications, and other services such as the assistive technology loan library (short-term and long-term loans), pantries, and free COVID tests and information. Access North also announced its upcoming accessible deer hunt, with applications being accepted through September 1.
Communication Center Committee: no report was received.
Community Partner Outcomes & Measures Committee: no report was received.
Customer Satisfaction Goals and Priorities Committee: no report was received.
Deafblind Committee: no report was received. 
[bookmark: _Hlk118803388][bookmark: _Hlk113370906]Diversity Equity and Inclusion Committee: no report was received.
Employment Committee: no report was received.
Senior Services Committee: no report was received. 
Transition Committee Report: no report was received. 
IX. Public Comment 
· Corbb O’Connor announced that the National Federation of the Blind of Minnesota’s annual convention will be held November 14–16 in Rochester at the Best Western. Room reservations can now be made, and the organization is optimistic that many Councilmembers will attend. Programming will begin Friday morning and will include several exhibitors and invited guests. Additional details will be available on the NFB website, and the registration form will be released soon.
· Briley O’Connor announced that the Minnesota Center for the Blind, doing business as Blind, Incorporated, has received a generous grant from the American Action Fund for Blind Children & Adults to support a new senior’s program. The Empower Seniors Program will run two days a week for ten weeks and will provide Adjustment to Blindness training for seniors experiencing vision loss. The program is free of charge to participants and to State Services. The grant also allows Blind, Inc. to provide transportation assistance for those who may need it. For more information or to make a referral, individuals can contact Briley O’Connor or Tristan Ratliff, Program and Operations Coordinator, at tratliff@blindinc.org or (612) 872-0100.
X. Adjournment
Samantha Flax adjourned the meeting at 8:15 p.m.
a) A motion to adjourn the meeting was made by Justin Salisbury and seconded by Corbb O’Connor. The motion passed unanimously.
Minutes submitted by:  Nyia Vang 
Minutes approved by:  Samantha Flax
