State Rehabilitation Council for the Blind
Bi-Monthly Meeting Minutes
Thursday, September 25, 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, September 25, 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; Hannah Harriman, Vice 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; Jennifer Beilke; Jon Benson; Shane DeSantis; Isaac Hanninen; Brianna Holeman; Lisa Larges; Lisa Rogers; Sheila Koenig and Deanna Langton. 
Members of the Audience: Judy Sanders; Rocky Hart; Ben Zheng; Tristan Ratliff; Briley O’Connor; Matt Langland and Ryan Strunk. 

III. Approval of Minutes
The Chair called for a motion to approve the minutes of the August 7, 2025, meeting. Frank Eller moved for approval, and Deborah Gleason seconded the motion. The motion passed unanimously.
IV. Council Member Terms and Vacancies      
Chair Samantha Flax reminded members to review their term expiration dates and noted that current term information is available on the Council website.
Nyia Vang reported one vacancy following Pat McGee’s resignation and shared that the terms for Connie Berg, Diane Dohnalik, Jennifer Points, Sue Fager, and Thea Kramer will end in January 2026. She will follow up with members individually regarding reappointment.
It was clarified that members may serve two consecutive terms and must wait one year before reapplying. Members may continue to serve on committees regardless of Council term limits.
V. Task Force to Review Council’s Annual Work Plan
Chair Samantha Flax announced the creation of a Work Plan Task Force to review and update the Council’s annual work plan. Briley O’Connor volunteered to serve as Chair, with Rocky Hart, Ben Zheng, Deborah Gleason, and Steve Sawczyn as members. Steve Sawczyn moved for approval, and Frank Eller seconded the motion. The motion passed unanimously.
VI. Needs Assessment Task Force  
Chair Samantha Flax announced updates to the Needs Assessment Task Force and requested a motion to appoint Jan Bailey as Chair, with Rocky Hart and Justin Salisbury as members. Steve Sawczyn moved for approval, and Corbb O’Connor seconded the motion. The motion passed unanimously.
VII. November Meeting    
Chair Samantha Flax proposed scheduling a special Council meeting in November to allow additional time for discussion of the Combined State Plan prior to the December and February meetings. After discussion, members agreed to hold a virtual meeting on Monday, November 10, 2025, at 5:30 p.m. Frank Eller moved to approve; seconded by Corbb O’Connor. The motion passed, with one abstention (Justin Salisbury).
VIII. CSAVR/NCSRC/NCSAB Conference Attendance    
Chair Samantha Flax provided a final opportunity for Councilmembers to confirm attendance at the upcoming NCSRC, CSAVR, and NCSAB conferences in San Diego. Deborah Gleason announced that she will be presenting at NCSRC, with a session titled “SRC and VRS: Better Together – How We Cooperate.” Thea Kramer confirmed that she will be attending, and Rob Hobson noted he will participate in both CSAVR and NCSAB. Patrick Vellia also confirmed his attendance for the CSAVR conference. 
IX. DIF Advisory Committee Update   
Director Natasha Jerde shared that the DIF Advisory Task Force application launched earlier in the week and will remain open for two weeks. The application link will be sent to all Councilmembers. The task force will include up to eight members representing diverse perspectives, including recipients of services and advocacy organizations.
X Budget Report    
Budget Committee Chair Rob Hobson presented the proposed FFY 2026 Council budget totaling $35,270, effective October 1. The Committee reduced the training line item from $1,300 to $700, citing limited spending and challenges paying external speakers. An additional $200 was added to in-state transportation, bringing that total to $1,200. All other line items remain unchanged. Corbb O’Connor moved for approval, and Rob Hobson seconded the motion. The motion passed unanimously.
XI. Customer Satisfaction & Goals and Priorities Committee    
Committee Chair Corbb O’Connor reported that the committee will meet on Tuesday, October 14, at 5:00 p.m. He shared that the customer survey recently closed, and results are expected to be available for review at that meeting. Corbb thanked Lisa Rogers for coordinating internal staff updates and helping prepare a unified summary for the committee’s discussion.
XII. Community Partner and Measures Committee  
Committee Chair Deborah Gleason reported that the committee will hold its first meeting on October 6, 2025. No additional updates were shared at this time.
XIII. Public Comment – Work Authorization Policy Change Proposal (full report included in transcript.)
Director Natasha Jerde presented proposed revisions to the Work Authorization Policy, clarifying the term “legal permanent residency” and requiring that applicants provide evidence of work authorization (such as a non-immigrant work visa or Employment Authorization Document) before eligibility determination. The Council discussed the federal directive prompting this change and its potential impact on students, refugees, asylum seekers, and other immigrants legally present in Minnesota. Members and public commenters, including Corbb O’Connor, Briley O’Connor, and Justin Salisbury, expressed strong concern that the change could restrict access to services and conflict with ethical and equity principles. Director Jerde noted the proposal was in response to federal agency guidance and emphasized her intent to continue advocating for flexibility while safeguarding program funding.
 Following discussion, the Council established a Work Authorization Task Force, chaired by Corbb O’Connor, with members Briley O’Connor, Justin Salisbury, Deborah Gleason, Judy Sanders, and Rocky Hart. Corbb O’Connor moved for approval, and Frank Eller seconded the motion. The motion passed unanimously.
XIV. Public Comment – Off Campus Housing Policy Changes Proposal (full report included in transcript.)
Director Natasha Jerde then presented proposed updates to the Post-Secondary Housing Policy, recommending that housing assistance be limited to on-campus housing for students enrolled full-time. The proposal aimed to clarify financial responsibility and address a sharp increase in off-campus rent expenditures. Councilmembers and public participants offered extensive feedback, emphasizing that vocational rehabilitation services must remain individualized and flexible. Briley O’Connor, Corbb O’Connor, Kelly Lemke, Ben Zheng, Deborah Gleason, Rocky Hart, and others raised concerns about restricting options for graduate, part-time, and distance learners, noting that off-campus living often builds critical independent-living skills and may be more cost-effective. Director Jerde agreed to pause the proposal and convene a working group to develop a revised draft that incorporates these perspectives. 
The Council subsequently formed a Housing Policy Work Group, chaired by Rocky Hart, with members Corbb O’Connor, Briley O’Connor, Rob Hobson, Kelly Lemke, and Ben Zheng.
Rob Hobson moved for approval, and Jeff Mihelich seconded the motion. The motion passed unanimously.
XV. Committee Reports
Due to time constraints, committee updates were not presented verbally. The Council agreed that all committee chairs will submit written reports to staff for inclusion in the meeting record.
XVI. Public Comment 
No public comments were received.
XVII. Adjournment
Samantha Flax adjourned the meeting at 8:47 p.m.
a) A motion to adjourn the meeting was made by Rob Hobson and seconded by Corbb O’Connor. The motion passed unanimously.
Minutes submitted by:  Nyia Vang 
Minutes approved by:  Samantha Flax
