State Rehabilitation Council for the Blind
Bi-Monthly Meeting Minutes
Thursday, June 11, 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, June 11, 2026, people were present on zoom and in person.
II. Roll call
Chair Flax welcomed members and recognized the Council's newly appointed members before conducting roll call.
SRC-B Members: Samantha Flax, Chair; Paulo Castro; Felix DeJoode; Frank Eller; Sue Fager; Deborah Gleason; Tom Heinl; Rob Hobson; Thea Kramer; Kelly Lemke; Jeff Mihelich; Garrett Petrie; Steve Sawczyn; Patrick Vellia; Corbb O’Connor and Justin Salisbury.
SSB Staff: Natasha Jerde, Director; Nyia Vang, SRC-B Staff Liaison; Jennifer Beilke; Jon Benson; Isaac Hanninen; Brianna Holeman; Sheila Koenig and Lisa Rogers. 
Members of the Audience: Judy Sanders; Jennifer Dunnam; Steve Jacobson; Theresa Gfroerer; and Showe Trela.
III. Approval of Minutes
The Chair called for a motion to approve the minutes of the April 9, 2026, meeting. Rob Hobson moved for approval, and Corbb O'Connor seconded the motion. The motion carried by roll call vote, with Kelly Lemke abstaining and Rob Hobson passing. 
IV. Application for Committees 
Chair Flax reminded Council members that July 15, 2026, is the deadline to submit committee preferences and encouraged all members to participate on at least two committees while considering serving as a committee chair. Current committee chairs were also reminded that Annual Report submissions are due by October 15, 2026, to support the Council's annual report and provide continuity for future committee leadership.
V. CSAVR/NCSAB/NCSRC Fall Conference 
Chair Flax announced the upcoming NCSRC, CSAVR, and NCSAB Fall Conferences to be held in Frisco, Texas, and invited Council members to express their interest in attending. Justin Salisbury, Corbb O'Connor, Rob Hobson, and Thea Kramer indicated their interest in attending the conference. 
VI. Needs Assessment Taskforce 
The Council received a brief update on the Needs Assessment Task Force. As the task force had not yet met to finalize its Year Two report, the Council agreed to postpone the report and the appointment of replacement task force members until the August meeting.
VII. Employment Committee 
Deborah Gleason presented the Employment Committee update, reporting 210 applications received since July 1, 792 open Workforce Development Unit cases, five pending applications, 90 successful closures, and 167 unsuccessful closures, with an average counselor caseload of 50. Deborah also shared that the committee is experiencing low participation and may consider restructuring if additional members are not recruited during the upcoming committee appointment process.
VIII. Task Force on Committee Structure Report 
Deborah Gleason reported that the Committee Structure Task Force had not yet met but plans to convene prior to the August Council meeting to review the Council's committee structure and committee charges. Due to the limited timeframe before committee appointments, the Council discussed retaining the current committee structure for the upcoming year while allowing the task force to recommend any necessary revisions for consideration at the August meeting. Justin Salisbury suggested that diversity, equity, and inclusion be incorporated throughout the work of all committees rather than maintained as a standalone committee, and Chair Flax encouraged the task force to consider the recommendation during its review.
A motion was made by Corbb O'Connor and seconded by Jeff Mihelich to use the existing committee structure document for committee appointments while directing the Committee Structure Task Force to meet and present any recommended updates to committee charges at the August Council meeting. The motion carried by roll call vote, with Deborah Gleason and Justin Salisbury voting no and Rob Hobson passing.
IX. Budget Task Force Recommendation
Rob Hobson presented an update on the Council's FY2026 budget, reporting that the Council remains under budget overall despite projected overages in the Veritext Captioning and court reporting line items. He explained that the increased costs have been offset by savings in other budget categories and are not expected to affect the Council's overall budget.
The Budget Task Force anticipates reviewing funding recommendations for the FY2027 budget, including potential adjustments for conference travel and accessibility-related meeting expenses. The current Budget Task Force will continue its work and provide additional budget recommendations at the August Council meeting. No Council action was required

X. Customer Satisfaction Goals and Priorities Committee Report 
Corbb O'Connor reported that the Customer Satisfaction Goals and Priorities Committee met several times since the previous Council meeting to review the annual Customer Satisfaction Survey and the Council's Goals and Priorities. The committee recommended replacing outdated COVID-related survey questions with new questions to better understand how customers primarily interact with SSB staff and their satisfaction with staff's connection to their local communities. Rob Hobson suggested updating the survey language to include additional online meeting platforms, such as Microsoft Teams, which the committee agreed to incorporate. Corbb also reviewed the Council's 2026–2028 Goals and Priorities, which take effect July 1, 2026. The goals focus on strengthening customer and counselor communication, improving access to services and training, expanding service options, enhancing counselor expertise, supporting career development, modernizing program policies, ensuring physical and digital accessibility, and increasing public awareness through customer success stories. The committee also reported that work on its Annual Report is substantially complete and will be finalized at the end of the program year.
XI. Director’s Report (full report included in transcript.)
• Natasha Jerde provided an update on federal vocational rehabilitation (VR) funding, reporting that the U.S. House Appropriations Committee proposed increasing VR State Grant funding from $4.648 billion to $4.772 billion. Older Blind and Client Assistance Program funding remained level. Final federal appropriations are expected later this year following the congressional budget process. She also shared that SSB does not anticipate updates regarding the proposed transfer of VR programs until after the midterm elections. 
· SSB projects approximately a $1.6 million surplus for State Fiscal Year 2026. Approximately $900,000 of the surplus is planned to support the FY2027 budget, rebuild VR carryforward funds, and assist with the Communication Center software replacement project. Management continues planning for future budget needs, including increasing VR case service costs, technology modernization, and maintaining program stability. 
General Updates
· Outreach staff participated in conferences, senior resource fairs, health fairs, and Disability Advocacy Day at the Capitol. Staff also completed ten new customer impact stories, expanded accessibility review efforts, and secured no-cost exhibitor space at 15 senior resource fairs through 2027. 
· Contracts and Community Partnerships announced the release of two Requests for Proposals (RFPs) for rehabilitation, employment, Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS), and Disability Innovation Fund (DIF) services. Community Partners were reminded to complete required background checks and maintain current insurance documentation. 
· Communication Center staff continue several accessibility initiatives, including a large electronic text (e-text) conversion project, expanded audio book production support through trained volunteers, continued phone system migration, and recruitment for an Office Administrative Specialist within Braille Services. 
· Senior Services continues to meet customer demand while expanding Adjustment to Blindness (ATB) and assistive technology training opportunities despite operating within a reduced case services budget. 
· The Evolve Employment Disability Innovation Fund (DIF) program continues to experience strong growth, serving more than 60 participants. Due to increased demand, SSB is recruiting additional Career Navigators while expanding employer partnerships, benefits planning, service coordination, and Orientation & Mobility and Assistive Technology supports. 
· Workforce Development Unit (WDU) reported 210 applications received, 792 open cases, 90 successful closures, 167 unsuccessful closures, and an average counselor caseload of 50. Recruitment is underway to fill a Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor position serving DeafBlind customers. 
· Employment & Training staff shared updates on English Language Learning (ELL), Employer Reasonable Accommodation Fund (ERAF), and Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS), including expanded summer programming, career exploration activities, employer engagement, and continued evaluation of new service delivery models for students. 
· Business Enterprise Program (BEP) staff announced the upcoming retirement of longtime BEP operator Joe Lazarich, provided an update on ongoing Randolph-Sheppard litigation involving federal military dining facilities, and recognized the program's upcoming 90th anniversary.
XII. Committee Reports
State Rehabilitation Council: No report was received.
State Independent Living Council: Kelly Lemke reported that the State Independent Living Council (SILC) recently elected new officers, including a chair, vice chair, treasurer, and parliamentarian. Kelly also shared that the Council received presentations on a University of Minnesota autism study, voting information from the League of Women Voters, and Q90, a Center for Independent Living (CIL) management suite designed to support program operations and management.
Communication Center Committee: Jeff Mihelich reported that the Communication Center Committee met at the last Council meeting. The committee discussed outreach efforts to increase awareness of the Radio Talking Book service while ensuring the program continues to serve individuals with print disabilities. Jeff also noted that much of the committee's discussion aligned with updates provided in the Director's Report.
Community Partner Outcomes & Measures Committee: Deborah Gleason reported that the Community Partner Outcomes and Measures Committee continue to develop a pilot project to improve customer survey response rates. The committee is proposing to test a dynamic survey link that participating community partner organizations could distribute immediately following the completion of services, rather than using the current scheduled distribution process. Deborah also noted that the committee is working through logistical considerations to avoid overlapping with other surveys and is seeking a new SSB staff representative to assist with coordination and meeting support.
Customer Satisfaction Goals and Priorities Committee: Corbb O'Connor provided the committee's report earlier in the meeting. No additional updates were presented during the Committee Reports.
Deafblind Committee: Patrick Vellia reported that Ann Mayes has stepped down from the DeafBlind Committee because the committee's work no longer aligns with the focus of her Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS) grant.
[bookmark: _Hlk118803388][bookmark: _Hlk113370906]Diversity Equity and Inclusion Committee: No report was received. 
Employment Committee: Deborah Gleason provided the committee's report earlier in the meeting. No additional updates were presented during the Committee Reports.
Senior Services Committee: Jeff Mihelich reported that the Senior Services Committee met earlier in the day. The committee discussed the ongoing lack of reimbursement through the federal Ticket to Work Program, as well as efforts to refurbish adaptive equipment returned to SSB by the families of deceased clients so it can be redistributed to individuals who may benefit from the equipment. Jeff also volunteered to assist with the refurbishment process.
Transition Committee Report: Steve Sawczyn reported that the Transition Committee met several times since the last Council meeting and was joined at its most recent meeting by SSB's Student Ambassadors. The committee discussed the Student Ambassador program and the value of peer mentoring for transition-age students, as well as the importance of increasing student representation on the Transition Committee to provide direct input and perspective. The committee also discussed summer opportunities available to students, the need to support parents throughout the transition process, and plans to strengthen committee membership for the upcoming year. Steve noted that these discussions laid the groundwork for future committee initiatives and highlighted the positive impact of SSB's transition programs.
XIII. Public Comment 
Corbb O'Connor provided updates from the National Federation of the Blind of Minnesota (NFB of Minnesota), including information about the upcoming BELL® (Braille Enrichment for Literacy and Learning) Program, scheduled for July 13–24, 2026, for children ages 4–12. Corbb also announced that the NFB of Minnesota State Convention will be held October 30–November 1, 2026, at the DoubleTree by Hilton St. Paul East and encouraged interested individuals to attend.
XIV. Adjournment
Samantha Flax adjourned the meeting at 8:15 p.m.
a) A motion to adjourn the meeting was made by Corbb O’Connor and seconded by Robert Hobson. The motion passed unanimously.
Minutes submitted by:  Nyia Vang 
Minutes approved by:  Samantha Flax
