From the President, By Gregory Goodrich, AER President

As you may know, I work at the Department of Veterans Affairs’ Western Blind Rehabilitation Center in Palo Alto, California.  Living in Northern California has its advantages; 30 minutes to San Francisco, and hour to the ocean, four hours to the mountains and Lake Tahoe, and I do know the way to San Jose.  The weather here is usually pretty good and I’m a self-described “weather-wimp.”  I don’t easily tolerate weather that is too cold, too hot, too humid, or too much of anything.  In my own defense, I’m not alone in this as many of us Californians are really spoiled by our weather.

The reason California weather creeps into this column is that today’s weather reminded me of our profession.  It has its good moments and its bad.  As I drove into work this morning it was a lovely sunny day and as I crossed the bridge over San Francisco Bay I could see San Francisco and Oakland in the distance and the clouds over the coastal mountains.  By late morning it was raining heavily.  As I drove home it was sunny again.  News in our profession seems to run that way as well.  The National Center for Leadership in Visual Impairment (NCLVI) is getting off to a good start, the Department of Education and Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) announced plans to close their regional offices and consolidate their oversight in Washington, DC, and we had a very successful AER-Lift and hill visit.  Yep, a lot like the weather: sunny, rain, sunny.

Real kudos to the NCLVI group (see the last issue of AER Report for more information) as the program is off to a good start and generating a great deal of interest.

RSA may deserve a raspberry rather than kudos.  Don’t get me wrong, the history of RSA in serving clients who are blind or low vision is a real success story.  The reason for concern is simply that the program was so successful that the closure and reorganization of the program is fixing something that isn’t broken – at least from the views of the many professionals I’ve talked with who work with RSA. The closure of their regional offices may reduce positions and save money, but it is difficult to see how people who are blind or low vision will be better served by the closure.  One of the functions of the regional offices is to audit the programs contracted to provide rehabilitation services.  These audits help ensure that the people receive the services they need, or put another way, that the agencies receiving federal funds spend those funds in the way they intended – to the benefit of the client.  Lacking oversight one can be justifiably concerned that the focus of programs may change to the detriment of clients who are blind and visually impaired.  In the absence of oversight, will these clients receive the specialized services they need or will they receive “one stop” services designed to meet the “average client’s” needs even if these services do not address the unique needs created by a visual impairment?  I, like all AER members, hope that RSA will continue to ensure quality services for their clients who are blind or visually impaired, but until RSA demonstrates how this change will improve services there will be continuing cause for concern over a reduced quality of service.

A few days ago the sun came out again.  AER put on another successful AER-Lift attended by the vast majority of our Division and Chapter leadership.  (See related article on page 18.)  These are professionals who are committed to the highest level of their professions and dedicate to promoting the goals of AER.  It’s a pleasure and a privilege to be able to sit down and talk with them.  At AER-Lift we cover, in a very short time period, an amazing amount of material (and thanks to President-elect Sandy Ruconich, Council of Chapter Presidents Representative Sharon Niemczyk, and Chapter of Division Chairs Representative Tim Hindman for all their work in organizing AER-Lift).  Some of the sessions were designed to address the needs of new Chapter and Division leaders, other sessions addressed such diverse areas as effective advocacy and networking.  AER-Lift was also an opportunity for the AER Board to get input from this wonderful group of AER leaders on how to best meet the financial, educational, and professional challenges that confront our professional organization.

AER-Lift also featured a day of walking “the Hill.”  This year we targeted the offices of 15 Senators who are the key committee on legislation known as “Labor H.”  This is a committee that deals with labor and health funding and, therefore, has great influence in the funding of our professional training programs.  To most effectively do this, we broke up into small groups of three to six people with each group assigned to contact one or more key senators. In the debriefing sessions following our Hill visit we learned that most groups heard the common phrase “the budgets really tight this year.”  Staffers from virtually all senate offices made it clear to us that the current federal deficit and funding priorities will leave little room for increases.  In view of this we agreed that it was very important for us to have made this Hill visit, because without such visibility and vocal support programs important to us can lose funding.  Hopefully we’ve helped protect funding, and optimistically perhaps we’ve laid some more ground work for eventual funding levels that meet realistic needs.  We will need to be diligent about our advocacy programs as there will be temptations to cut programs.  It will serve us well to advocate with our partners: parent and consumer groups and other professional groups.  Our Executive Director, Mark Richert, working with AFB’s legislative office coordinated this year’s hill visit and a special thanks to all involved in setting up the Senate appointments.

The day we visited the Hill was a sunny one.  We just missed the peak of the cherry blossoms, but it was still a beautiful day in Washington, DC.  Much of the sunshine I saw was, I’m sure, as much a reflection of the good work done by your AER leadership as it was the day’s weather.  AER’s leaders in Chapters, Divisions, and the Board are an amazing group of people.  If you don’t already know these people get to know them at the next chapter meeting, workshop, or at our International Conference next July in Salt Lake City.  Your day will be sunnier for the experience.

Gregory Goodrich

