State Rehabilitation Council for the Blind
Bi-Monthly Meeting Minutes
Thursday, April 9, 2026

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, April 9, 2026, 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; Frank Eller; Deborah Gleason; Tom Heinl; Jeff Mihelich; Steve Sawczyn; Patrick Vellia; Corbb O’Connor and Justin Salisbury.
SSB Staff: Natasha Jerde, Director; Nyia Vang, SRC-B Staff Liaison; Dave Andrews; Jennifer Beilke; Jon Benson; Isaac Hanninen; Brianna Holeman; Lisa Larges and Lisa Rogers. 
Members of the Audience: Steve Jacobson; Garrett Petrie; Rocky Hart; Matt Langland; Jennifer Dunnam and Judy Sanders.
III. Approval of Minutes
The Chair called for a motion to approve the minutes of the February 12, 2026, meeting. Deborah Gleason moved for approval, and Frank Eller seconded the motion. The motion passed unanimously.
IV. Committee Structure Task Force
Chair Flax introduced the need to establish a task force to review the Council’s current committee structure, including committee composition and potential changes to the existing structure. Deborah Gleason volunteered to chair the task force, with Corbb O’Connor offering support. Natasha Jerde and Justin Salisbury also volunteered to participate in the task force.
A motion was made by Steve Sawczyn and seconded by Corbb O’Connor to approve the appointment of the Committee Structure Task Force consisting of Deborah Gleason, Corbb O’Connor, Natasha Jerde, and Justin Salisbury. Motion carried unanimously by roll call vote.
V. Impartial Hearing Officer Review
Natasha Jerde provided an overview of the impartial hearing officer process utilized through the Vocational Rehabilitation appeals process. She explained that one of the final levels of appeal allows an individual to appear before an impartial hearing officer through the Court of Administrative Hearings, formerly known as the Office of Administrative Hearings. The Council has historically utilized this system for over a decade due to its neutrality and independence from the agency.
A motion was made by Frank Eller and seconded by Jeff Mihelich to continue utilizing the current impartial hearing officer system through the Court of Administrative Hearings. Motion carried unanimously by roll call vote.
VI. CSAVR/NCSAB/NCSRC Conference Updates
Chair Flax invited members who attended recent conferences, including CSAVR and related rehabilitation council conferences, to share updates with the Council. 
Justin Salisbury shared highlights from the conference, including presentations related to the Business Enterprise Program (BEP), accessible VR case management systems, AI tools to assist counselors with documentation, and workforce shortages in blindness-related professions. He also discussed conversations regarding certification pathways and noted that Minnesota’s acceptance of multiple certification options was viewed positively by other agencies. 
Deborah Gleason shared updates from the State Rehabilitation Council General Conference and CSAVR, including discussions regarding common challenges faced by councils across the country, delays in council appointments, and maintaining member engagement. She also noted several conference sessions focused on Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS) and entrepreneurship opportunities for VR participants.
VII. Client Assistance Program (CAP) Report
Paulo Castro with the Minnesota Disability Law Center (MDLC) presented the Client Assistance Program (CAP) report for Fiscal Year 2025. He provided an overview of CAP outreach efforts, training, referrals, and individual case services. MDLC conducted 21 training courses, reaching over 1,200 attendees and participated in 16 outreach events focused on underserved communities. 
Paulo reported that CAP served 49 individuals during Fiscal Year 2025, including 44 new cases. Common issues involved communication with VR counselors, disputes regarding VR services, and Individualized Plan for Employment (IPE) development and implementation. He also discussed staffing shortages and limited resources currently impacting MDLC operations. 
Council members discussed 14(c) subminimum wage programs, Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS), and CAP’s role within VR-related and ADA Title I cases. Members also requested that future reports include additional breakdowns specific to State Services for the Blind cases when available.
VIII. Director’s Report (full report included in transcript.)
• Natasha Jerde shared updates from the CSAVR and NCSAB conferences in Washington, D.C. Discussions at CSAVR focused heavily on federal VR visibility, funding, and uncertainty regarding the future structure of OSERS. At NCSAB, Minnesota received recognition for ranking #8 nationally in Measurable Skills Gains, and presentations on the Aging Eyes Initiative received strong national interest. Concerns regarding the Randolph-Sheppard program and federal military dining exemptions were also discussed. 
• Minnesota’s February 2026 budget forecast projects a $3.7 billion surplus for the current biennium, though future structural deficits remain projected. SSB remains stable with no anticipated state cuts this year. Federal VR funding increased slightly while Older Blind funding saw a small decrease due to population changes. SSB overall remains under budget, though VR expenditures continue to be closely monitored. 
• Governor Walz recognized BEP operator Eric Harms during a visit to the State Capitol, highlighting support for Blind-owned businesses and the Business Enterprise Program. 
General Updates
• Outreach activities included partnerships with the National Library Service at the Public Library Association Conference, presentations across Minnesota, senior resource fairs, and continued development of newsletters and impact stories. 
• Community Partner activities included upcoming Spotlight Cafés, Forums, and Listening Sessions. Staffing coverage plans were also implemented during Susan Kusz’s leave of absence, with Nyia Vang assisting with contract support and Lisa Rogers covering Community Partner communications and events. 
• Staffing updates included Chris Johnson extending her post-retirement work through July and Brianna Holeman temporarily splitting duties between SSB and the Paid Leave division. 
• Audio Services reported an increase in recording requests after a slower winter season. Braille Services announced the retirement of Patrick Barrett and ongoing recruitment efforts for his replacement. Engineering and Radio Talking Book staff completed updates to the RTB mobile applications, expanded archived programming access, and began Perkins Braille repair services following specialized staff training. 
• Senior Services launched new support groups and ATB classes and again ranked second nationally in service numbers. 
• The Evolve Employment program reported growing referral numbers, expanded employer engagement efforts, increased benefits planning services, and plans for future training and Request for Proposal (RFP) opportunities. 
• Workforce Development Unit (WDU) updates included ongoing hiring efforts, intake and caseload statistics, and strong PY2024 performance outcomes, with Minnesota exceeding negotiated federal performance indicators. 
• Employment & Training teams continued Pre-ETS, Orientation & Mobility, ELL, and ERAF activities, including college campus visits, career readiness workshops, employer outreach, and statewide/national presentations regarding ERAF as a model program. 
• Business Enterprise Program (BEP) updates included litigation related to federal Randolph-Sheppard exemptions, retirement announcements for longtime BEP operator Joe Lazarich, and continued success at the Camp Ripley military dining contract.
IX. Committee Reports
State Rehabilitation Council: Deborah Gleason provided an update from the State Rehabilitation Council (SRC), noting that Vocational Rehabilitation Services (VRS) has implemented an Order of Selection and is currently serving only Tier 1 individuals. She also shared that the SRC recently established two new committees focused on customer service quality and business engagement/outreach.
State Independent Living Council: Deborah Gleason provided an update from the State Independent Living Council (SILC), including ongoing discussions regarding budget carryover funds and planning for long-term financial sustainability while awaiting future federal grant award information.
Deborah also shared that SILC is focusing on increasing youth involvement, particularly among individuals ages 18–24 and exploring strategies to strengthen future leadership and engagement within the independent living network. In addition, SILC is exploring the creation of a collaborative committee involving multiple disability organizations to improve coordination, reduce duplication of efforts, and share best practices across organizations.
Communication Center Committee: Jeff Mihelich reported that the Communication Center Committee had not met since the last Council meeting. The committee’s next meeting is scheduled for early June.
Community Partner Outcomes & Measures Committee: Deborah Gleason reported that the Community Partner Outcomes and Measures Committee had not met since its previous update to the Council. The committee’s next meeting is expected to take place in May.
Customer Satisfaction Goals and Priorities Committee: Corbb O’Connor reported that the Customer Satisfaction Goals and Priorities Committee is in the process of scheduling its next meeting, tentatively planned for April 28 at 4:00 p.m. The committee plans to review the status of current goals and priorities and begin planning for the customer satisfaction survey. Corbb also reminded the Council that the newly discussed goals from late 2025 will not begin until the next program year, while current goals and priorities remain active.
Deafblind Committee: Patrick Vellia reported that the DeafBlind Committee’s next meeting is scheduled for the following Tuesday. No additional updates were provided at this time.
[bookmark: _Hlk118803388][bookmark: _Hlk113370906]Diversity Equity and Inclusion Committee: No report was received. 
Employment Committee: Deborah Gleason reported that the Employment Committee plans to move forward with developing a peer session initiative that would allow successful SSB consumers to share employment experiences and guidance with current SSB participants. The committee plans to further discuss the structure of the initiative and identify the support needed from SSB during its next meeting later this month.
Senior Services Committee: no report was received.
Transition Committee Report: Steve Sawczyn reported that the Transition Committee recently met and focused primarily on committee organization, membership, and involvement. The committee is also reviewing goals established during the previous year to continue building upon them. The committee plans to meet again the following week and anticipates providing a more substantive update at the next Council meeting.
X. Public Comment 
Corbb O’Connor announced that the application deadline for the National Federation of the Blind of Minnesota College Scholarship Program is the following Wednesday. The program offers up to two scholarships of up to $3,000 each, along with opportunities to attend the National Convention and State Convention.
Corbb also shared information regarding the NFB Bell Academy summer program for students ages 4–12. The two-week summer program includes cane travel, Braille instruction, and camp-style activities. Assistance with transportation and housing is available for families traveling from outside the metro area. Reach out to us at nfbmn.org or by phone at 612-872-9362 or email president@nfbmn.org.
XI. 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 Frank Eller. The motion passed unanimously.
Minutes submitted by:  Nyia Vang 
Minutes approved by:  Samantha Flax
