New Mexico Commission for the Blind
State Rehabilitation Council
Minutes (Draft)

Regular Meeting

May 7, 2025 - 10:00 AM

Commission for the Blind 
2200 Yale Blvd. SE
Albuquerque, NM 87106

1. Call to Order

Chairperson Hayes called the meeting to order at 10:10 AM.

2. Roll Call

Ms. Burma took roll, and physically present were James Babb, Bernadine Chavez, Peggy Hayes, Coby Livingstone, Paul Luttrell, Frank Maestas, Paula Seanez, and Greg Trapp. Mario Hooee attended by Zoom. Veronica Alonzo, Lila Martinez, and Daphne Mitchell were absent.

3. Introduction of Guests and Staff

Staff present were Jim Salas, Deputy Director for Vocational Rehabilitation and Independent Living; Kelly Burma, Skills Center Coordinator and SRC Liaison; April Baca, Business Outreach Coordinator; and Patricia Savage, Executive Secretary. Attending by Zoom were Kevin Romero, Deputy Director for Finance and Administration, and Audrey Trujillo, Information Technology Manager. Guests included Jeff Blair and Diana Marquez.

4. Approval of Possible Changes to the Agenda Order and Tabling of Agenda Items

There were no changes to the agenda. Mr. Maestas moved to approve the agenda, and Mr. Babb seconded. A vote was taken and the agenda was approved unanimously. 

5. Approval of Minutes for the Meeting of February 14, 2025

Mr. Babb moved to approve the minutes of February 14, and Ms. Livingstone seconded. A vote was taken, and the minutes were unanimously approved.
6. Client Assistance Program Report, Bernadine Chavez

Ms. Chavez said the CAP program at Disability Rights New Mexico has not received any calls about the Commission for the Blind since the last SRC meeting.

Ms. Livingstone asked if the CAP program receives calls from people with all types of disabilities or just people who are blind. Ms. Chavez said the Commission for the Blind and the Division of Vocational Rehabilitation are required to inform participants about the CAP program. Ms. Chavez said the CAP program receives calls from people with many types of disabilities about various programs, and CAP receives about 150 calls a month in total.

7. Native American Vocational Rehabilitation Program Report, Paula Seanez

Ms. Seanez said the Navajo Nation is in its fourth year of funding on a five-year grant and is working to prepare a budget for year five. She said next year her program will be applying for another five-year grant. Ms. Livingstone asked what was the source of the grant, and Ms. Seanez said the American Indian Vocational Rehabilitation Program is authorized by Section 121 of the Rehabilitation Act and funded under the US Department of Education by the Rehabilitation Services Administration.

Ms. Seanez said the Navajo Nation has funds for Independent Living services for modifications such as ramps, assistive technology, and other devices. She said her program has service coordinators who are reaching out to communities to make sure those services are being provided. 

Ms. Seanez said the Consortium on Administrators for Native American Rehabilitation will be hosting a mid-year conference in Spokane the first week of June. She said the annual CANAR conference is currently being planned for Phoenix, and her program has requested that the conference be dedicated to the 50th anniversary of the Navajo Nation's VR program. Mr. Salas said the Commission for the Blind counselor in Farmington will attend the CANAR conference this year.

Ms. Seanez said her program has filled a number of positions, but there are still vacancies in Farmington. She said her staff are working with the Institute for Community Inclusion ICI at the University of Boston and will be implementing modules created by ICI for doing job development.

8. Workforce Board Report, Veronica Alonzo

Ms. Alonzo was not present at the meeting to give a report.

9. Chairperson’s Report, Peggy Hayes

Chairperson Hayes said she had nothing to report.

10. Director's Report, Greg Trapp

a. Major Trends and Developments, Greg Trapp

Mr. Trapp welcomed Coby Livingstone back to the Statewide Rehabilitation Council. He said Jeff Blair and Diana Marquez have applied to be members of the SRC, and that he hopes they will be appointed soon. Mr. Trapp said Dr. Margaret Cage is no longer the Special Education director, so the Commission will need to fill that position on the SRC. 

Mr. Babb said Mary Rose Willows told him that the paperwork has been completed, and she is now one of the Commission for the Blind Commissioners. Mr. Trapp said Ms. Willows is no longer on the Board of Regents for the New Mexico School for the Blind and Visually Impaired, which made her available to serve on the Commission’s board. Ms. Burma said Jamie Sibson has been appointed to the NMSBVI board in her personal capacity.

Mr. Trapp said the Commission’s House Appropriations and Finance Committee hearing was held on January 28. He said the Commission’s presentation included information about the consumer satisfaction survey and the very high percent of consumers who are satisfied with Commission services. He said the HAFC complemented the Commission on the presentation but voted to keep the Commission’s budget at what the Legislative Finance Committee recommended. Mr. Trapp said state agencies were being held to a maximum 3% increase in state funds, but he said that the Commission received a 3.6% increase. He said the Commission had an opportunity to seek additional funding after House Bill 2 went over to the Senate. Mr. Trapp said he and Ms. Burma were very active at the Roundhouse this year, meeting with many senators, representatives, and their staff. Mr. Trapp thanked Ms. Burma for her efforts. He said as a result the Commission was able to get an additional $100,000 added to the budget. He said the final outcome was that the Commission’s budget was increased by 7.6% or $200,000. 

Mr. Trapp said the Commission was able to get a budget increase because of the great job that the Commission staff do. He said having no audit findings for the past three years was a significant help. Mr. Trapp said he emphasized that the Commission had not received the Cost of Living Adjustment in the prior year and did not expect to receive it this year. 

Mr. Trapp reported on House Bill 120, saying it would have required agencies to conduct accessibility surveys, including accessibility of web pages. Mr. Trapp said the bill passed but was vetoed by the Governor. He said he thought the Governor vetoed the bill because there are laws in place addressing accessibility issues, and she had made accessibility a high priority in her administration. Mr. Trapp said the Commission will continue to work with the Governor's office and DoIT to make sure state services and programs are accessible. 

Mr. Trapp reported on HB 148, saying it required that a licensed driver be present in any autonomous vehicle and that the licensed driver be prepared to take control under specific circumstances. He said the legislation was being supported by the Teamsters, who felt that autonomous trucking had the potential to eliminate union jobs. Mr. Trapp said HB 148 did not pass, and similar legislation has not succeeded elsewhere. 

Mr. Trapp said there are five different levels of autonomous vehicles, with the fourth and fifth levels being fully autonomous. He said the fourth level includes vehicles such as Waymo in San Francisco, where a particular geographic area has been mapped, and the autonomous vehicle is able to operate within the mapped area. He said level five is a fully autonomous vehicle that can operate anywhere. Mr. Trapp said the chief executive officer of the Autonomous Vehicle Industry Association, Jeff Farrah, presented to the National Council of State Agencies for the Blind and said fully autonomous vehicles will eventually attain level 5 abilities, but not to the degree that they could equal a human driver who could race in the Indianapolis 500. He said the ultimate question is whether fully autonomous vehicles can demonstrate driving skills at a level that it safe, reasonable, and efficient. Mr. Trapp said there are concerns about the safety of autonomous vehicles in unusual situations or combination of situations such as road construction, bad weather, and vehicle accidents. 

Mr. Trapp said on April 21 the Commission learned that the Consumer Price Index Urban was included in the third continuing resolution. He said this was very surprising because it was thought that the CPIU, or Cost of Living Adjustment had to be in a budget passed by Congress. He said the calculation of the CPIU was made as though there had been a Cost of Living Adjustment in Federal Fiscal Year 24 and the FFY 25 COLA added to the presumed FFY 24 CPIU level for the FY 25 CPIU adjustment. Mr. Trapp said the result of the new COLA was a $364 million increase to the Vocational Rehabilitation grant, which amounts to slightly over a half million dollars in additional VR funds for the Commission. 
Mr. Trapp said he is pleased with the partnership the Commission has with the Division of Vocational Rehabilitation. He said that partnership enabled the Commission to ask DVR for a transfer of $500,000 of VR funds last year. He said DVR was projecting that they would not finish spending their Federal Fiscal Year 24 grant until June of 2025, saying the transfer also helped DVR. He said having the additional $500,000 baked into the budget by the CPIU increase takes away the uncertainty of the budget process. 

Mr. Trapp said there is a reallotment process that happens in July and August of each year. He said agencies that are not able to spend all of their federal grant can release some portion of the grant so it can be reallotted to agencies in other states that can use those funds. He said last year more money was requested than was relinquished, and that he had again been expecting competition for relinquished funds during the reallotment process. He said the situation is now entirely different because the CPIU increase means that more money may be relinquished than is requested. He said there is concern about the Vocational Rehabilitation program not using all of the available funds. He said the Vocational Rehabilitation program wants to be able to use all the grant money allotted, including the relinquished money. He said if the Vocational Rehabilitation program is not fully utilizing the grant, then Congress is less likely to give future Cost of Living Adjustments. He said he thinks one of the reasons the CPIU increase was given was because in FFY 24 VR agencies requested more money than was relinquished. 

Mr. Trapp said the cost of Vocational Rehabilitation services is increasing across the country. He said this is a concerning trend, and the Commission wants to make sure its programs are fully funded. He said it is critical that the Commission has as much state match as possible, which is one of the reasons why the Part B funds are important to the Commission, as well as to the other 11 states that received Part B funds. 

Mr. Trapp said it was announced on April 29 that Secretary of Education Linda McMahon appointed a new assistant secretary of education, Diana Diaz-Harrison, who will be the assistant secretary for the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services. Mr. Trapp said Ms. Diaz-Harrison comes from Arizona, where she was very involved in the creation of charter schools for persons with autism.

Mr. Trapp said Senate Bill 376 also impacts on state match, saying that the bill changed the way health insurance premiums are funded. He said the amount the state historically paid for the health insurance premiums for employees depended upon how much the employees were earning, and that employees that made more paid a greater share of their premiums. He said employees paid anywhere from 20% to 40% depending on salary. He said this could create issues of fairness because an employee could receive a salary increase that could bump them up to the next threshold, causing them to actually have less take-home pay. Mr. Trapp said the legislature and the governor decided it would be best for the state to pay 80% of the health insurance for all employees regardless of salary. Mr. Trapp said this change resulted in the Commission receiving approximately $177,000 of state money that can be used as match for federal funds.

Mr. Trapp said the state also included longevity pay within the compensation package. He said employees who have been with the state for at least five years will receive an additional $400 per year, spread out over the year; and employees who have been with the state 20 years or more will receive an additional $1,200. He said the Commission will be able to use some of this additional state revenue for federal match. 

Mr. Trapp said the Commission only receives 21.3% from the state for compensation for increases in the cost of salaries and benefits, and the Commission has been having discussions with the Department of Finance Administration about how that level of compensation does not reflect the reality of the Commission’s funding. Mr. Trapp discussed the COLA, saying when the Commission does tap into the additional funds to pay for salaries and benefits, those funds will not be used for consumer services. Mr. Trapp said the 21.3% compensation rate also does not consider the fact that the Commission cannot use Vocational Rehabilitation funds for compensation for Commission employees who work under the Older Blind and the Part B grants. He said it is likely that there will be years when the Commission does not get the Cost Of Living Adjustment, so it will be really important that the Commission receive a higher percentage of state funds to cover compensation. 

Mr. Trapp said the Commission has also explained to DFA that the requirement for Pre-Employment Transition Services means that 15% of the VR grant is not available for almost all of the increase in the cost of salaries and benefits, adding that Pre-ETS funds cannot be used for administrative costs. He said this essentially means the Commission has to add an additional 15% onto the 21.3% to cover compensation for salaries and benefits. He said the Commission was therefore requesting at least 37.79% for the cost of salaries and benefits. Mr. Trapp said the Commission will be watching how the health insurance and the longevity pay is funded in the future, and the Commission will continue to work with DFA on this issue. 

Chairperson Hayes thanked Ms. Burma for sending out regular email updates both from the Disability Coalition during the legislative session, and from the National Coalition of State Rehabilitation Councils.

b. Administration and Finance, Kevin Romero

Mr. Romero reported on the FY24 grant saying the Commission had planned to fully liquidate this grant by December, but there are some activities that are still ongoing. He said as of May 1, the Commission has expended $4,979,317 in general VR funds and $1,040,413 in Pre-ETS funds. He said the Commission has $190,634 available in general VR funds. 

Mr. Romero reported on the FY24 grant saying the Commission exceeded the goal of meeting the required match reserve for Pre-ETS by $128,069. Mr. Romero said consequently the Commission has a balance for the FY24 grant of $62,565, and 49,200 of that is in obligations. Mr. Romero said the Commission is expecting that once the current scheduled activities occur and the invoices come in, the FY24 grant will be completely liquidated. 

Mr. Romero reported on the FY25 grant, saying the Commission has received the full amount of the federal grant, which increased by half a million dollars more than the amount expected. He said as of May 1, the Commission has expended $1,258,195 in general VR funds and $124,841 in Pre-ETS funds. He said the Commission has a remaining balance in general VR funds of $3,912,845 and $787,695 in Pre-ETS funds totaling $4,700,540 available to spend in the current VR grant. Mr. Romero said the Commission has met $1,566,389 in match, and the remaining match of $234,958 that came about because of the increase in VR funds will be met in FY26 starting in July. He said the Commission has $2,818,194 in obligations, expecting 20% of the obligations not to be met. 

Mr. Romero said the Commission has 14 vacant positions, 8 exempt other positions and 6 classified positions, for a vacancy rate of 15.2%. He said the Commission’s classified vacancy rate is 9.2%, and the exempt vacancy rate is 30.2%. He said the Commission is actively recruiting to fill three classified positions and is in the process of reclassing or recruiting for one position, and the Commission hopes to fill these positions by the end of June or early July. Mr. Romero is especially pleased that the classified vacancy rate is below 10%.

Mr. Romero said the Commission’s FY25 operating budget is $19,151,000, which includes a $1.1 million budget adjustment due to the Business Enterprise Programs generating increased revenues passed through at Kirtland and at FLETC. Mr. Romero said monthly billings have jumped from around $590,000 to about $680,000 over the last year. 

Mr. Romero said of the $19 million FY25 budget, the Commission has expended $16,320,945 or 85.2%. He said the Commission has encumbrances of $434,010 based on current projections and expected expenses. Mr. Romero said the Commission is expecting to expend 96% of the budget. He said a state agency is doing well if it achieves a 90% utilization rate. Mr. Romero said the Commission expects to close out the year with approximately $774,000 remaining; that breaks down to roughly $400,000 in salaries and benefits, $200,000 in the category of other cost, and $100,000 in transfers and other costs. 

Mr. Romero said the Commission’s FY26 operating budget is $19,909,900, an increase of roughly $850,000. He said the increase includes funding to implement Senate Bill 376, which changes the health benefits allocation for all employees, so the state pays 80% in the employee pays 20% across the board. Mr. Romero said the Commission received state funding to assist with the health insurance premiums of $175,800. He said based on preliminary analysis, he expects the Commission will spend about 173,000 of that amount due to the healthcare allocation adjustment. Mr. Romero said the Commission will make its case to DFA and the legislature about why the Commission needs more state funding to help cover this cost. 

Mr. Romero said another part of the FY26 budget is longevity pay. He said initial analysis puts the annual cost of longevity pay at $38,400, of which the Commission received about 11% from the state. He said the Commission can absorb the remaining cost for FY26. He said it turns out that the state underestimated the cost of the longevity pay, so during the next legislative session, the state will try to get supplemental funding to help the agencies cover the cost. Mr. Trapp said he received a call from the governor's office asking about this and asking if the Commission can absorb the cost for FY26. Mr. Trapp said he answered in the affirmative and said the Commission can cover the cost because of the additional funding from the COLA increase, the additional state appropriation the Commission was able to receive, and the hard work of Mr. Romero, Ms. Gonzales, and the whole financial team in Santa Fe. Mr. Trapp said he appreciates that the governor's office reached out to the Commission about this issue. 

Mr. Romero said the FY26 budget also includes a 4% compensation increase for staff starting the first full pay period of July. The Commission only received 21.3% state funds to help with the compensation increase. Mr. Romero said the Commission made a case to the Department of Finance and Administration about how the Commission cannot pay non-VR employees using VR funds. He said the Commission estimated that its state portion should actually be around 31.8%.

Mr. Romero said the Commission received an additional $200,000 of state general funds. He said initially the House Appropriation and Finance Committee was only going to give the Commission 100,000, but the Commission received another 100,000. Mr. Romero said this was the best possible scenario, given the issues that were presented to the legislature during the session and the availability of funds. 

Chairperson Hayes thanked Mr. Romero and his staff very much for all their hard work. Mr. Romero thanked Chairperson Hayes and said he wants to thank all the Commission staff and the SRC for working together very closely to achieve this high level of performance. 

c. Independent Living and Vocational Rehabilitation, Jim Salas

Mr. Salas said he presented to the Division of Vocational Rehabilitation Rehab Academy training for new DVR counselors. He said he talked about the memorandum of understanding between the Commission and DVR, and he discussed the Vocational Rehabilitation and Independent Living services the Commission provides. 

Mr. Salas said the Commission filled the Blindness Skills Instructor position in Las Cruces. He said the Commission has been having difficulty filling the Santa Fe VR Counselor position, despite advertising the job in the newspaper and on various websites. Mr. Salas said he and Ms. Mitchell met with the department chair of the rehab counselor personnel prep program at the University of Texas El Paso to talk about the Commission and the VR Counselor position in Santa Fe so she can share the information with students. He said he and Ms. Mitchell also met with the department chair of the personnel prep program at Highlands University. He said as a result of this outreach, the Commission will be doing a second interview next week with an applicant from the personnel prep program at UTEP. 

Mr. Salas reported on employment outcomes for the state fiscal year, saying the Commission has placed 21 participants in competitive, integrated employment and 2 participants in self-employment for a total of 23. He said the average wage was $41.68 an hour. He said the Commission had a high-dollar placement this state fiscal year that has pulled up the average wage by about $13 to $14 an hour. 

Mr. Salas reported on Federal Fiscal Year 25 employment, saying the Commission has placed 12 participants in competitive, integrated employment settings and 1 participant in self-employment for a total of 13. He said the average wage was $29.92. He said the Commission has 21 participants in employment status and 27 in Service E status, meaning the Commission has placed 48 participants in some type of employment. 
Chairperson Hayes asked if the new IL teacher will be covering Alamogordo as part of her territory, and Mr. Salas said yes. Chairperson Hayes said she is thinking about starting up a support group again and wants to collaborate with the new teacher. Mr. Salas said the Commission would be glad to help.

d. Orientation Center, Jamie Sibson

Ms. Burma read the report for Ms. Sibson, who was unable to attend because of student activities. Ms. Burma said the Center currently has five students receiving training. She said the Center recently received four requests for tours. She said one staff trainee completed immersion training on April 25, and one staff trainee will complete immersion training on June 13. She said the center has projects projected to be completed by the end of June, including repairing the main parking lot on the north side of the Center, installing a water softener system in the apartment complex, and installing new carpet in the Center. 

Ms. Burma said Center staff have been participating in various trainings including a five-part series on working with students who are blind and have additional disabilities such as neuropathy, mobility, deafness, and mental health. She said an in-house training will be conducted May 19 to May 23 focusing on required computer-based training and Structured Discovery. 

Ms. Burma said the Center will be completing the three-year reaccreditation process for CARF, the Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities, around November 2025. She said the Center is currently completing the reaccreditation application.

Ms. Livingstone asked what certifications the staff at the Orientation Center have as far as education and training, and Mr. Trapp said the staff possess a variety of different certifications in areas such as rehabilitation, teaching, Unified English Braille, and the National Orientation and Mobility Certification. Ms. Livingstone asked if the staff receive continuing education, and Mr. Trapp responded yes. Mr. Trapp said the Orientation Center is accredited by the Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities CARF and also certified by the National Blindness Professional Certification Board. He said the CARF accreditation is very prestigious, and New Mexico has the only Center that has both CARF accreditation and NBPCB certification.

e. Skills Center, Kelly Burma

Ms. Burma said the Commission is providing Pre-Employment Transition Services to three students statewide. She said the Skills Center is also providing services to several adults. She said the Skills Center is ramping up for STEP and is expecting about eight participants. Ms. Burma said the Commission has served about four children in the Technology for Children program since the last SRC meeting, with about five more in the pipeline. 

Ms. Burma said she continues to advocate for accessibility statewide as part of the Digital Accessibility Collaboration. She said the Digital Accessibility COLAB will be helping these agencies to write their digital survey reports, including by providing a template. 

Ms. Burma said the Commission continues its relationship with the Explora Science Center and Children's Museum. Ms. Burma said next week the national conference for the Association of Children's Museums is occurring in Albuquerque, and she will be co-presenting at the conference with the New Mexico School for the Blind and Visually Impaired and with Explora. She said the goal is to help people understand how to make museums accessible.

Ms. Burma said the Commission is continuing to work on the Navajo speech language synthesizer. She said the Commission has been working with Freedom Scientific and has been trying to get Nuance interested in the project. She said Microsoft has expressed interest in the project.

Ms. Burma said the Commission is planning for Disability Employment Month in October, and she thanked Ms. Baca, Mr. Trapp, and Ms. Mitchell for their help. 

Ms. Livingstone asked if all the people being served by the Skills Center have a vocational goal, and Ms. Burma said the Skills Center currently has one Independent Living participant, but the other participants all have a vocational goal. Ms. Livingstone complemented Ms. Burma on her innovations and all her outreach. 

11. Unfinished Business

a. Discussion of Government Reorganization, Greg Trapp

Mr. Trapp said the President is seeking to reshape government in ways that have not been done for over a century and a half, including a dismantling of much of what has been put in place over the last 90 years. He said the president is working to maintain party discipline, but some Republican members of Congress are starting to push back on key issues. Mr. Trapp said the president sent the Skinny Budget to Congress on May 2. He said the Skinny Budget is when an administration sets forth its budget priorities, and that it is at a high level and does not include details. He said the president wants to eliminate billions in government services, excluding Medicaid, Medicare, Social Security, and defense. He said that does not leave much to cut in other programs.

Mr. Trapp said regarding the Department of Education, the Skinny Budget consolidates most of the IDEA programs into a single budget item. He said the president campaigned on eliminating the Department of Education, but Congress would still have to agree. Mr. Trapp said there are enough Republicans who support the Department of Education that it is unlikely the department will be eliminated, and the Skinny Budget seems to presume that the Department of Education will continue.

Mr. Trapp said the Skinny Budget does not mention Vocational Rehabilitation. He said the Vocational Rehabilitation program has historically enjoyed broad bipartisan support. He said the program is over 105 years old and was founded after World War One. He said the VR program enjoys broad bipartisan support because it is cost efficient and helps people with disabilities to realize their full potential, to become employed, to become tax- paying citizens, to become business owners, and to be able to exit from benefit programs. 

Mr. Trapp said the Commission’s federal oversight agency is the Rehabilitation Services Administration, and that it is located within the Department of Education. He said Carol Dobak, the long-time deputy commissioner and sometimes Acting Commissioner, has resigned. He said Suzanne Mitchell also resigned. Mr. Trapp said those two individuals between them had over 50 years of experience at RSA, so their resignations bring a tremendous loss of institutional knowledge. Mr. Trapp said the support staff at the Rehabilitation Services Administration were laid off. He said none of the state liaisons, fiscal staff, or Randolph Sheppard program employees have been laid off. He said the Older Blind program officer has been placed on administrative leave.

Mr. Trapp said one of the questions being asked is where the Vocational Rehabilitation program would go. He said the thinking was that the program would likely end up at the Department of Labor or possibly Health and Human Services. 

He said many people are concerned about the $30 million Older Blind program, because the administration is targeting programs that relate to diversity, equity, and inclusion. Mr. Trapp said the administration has said DEI does not include disability programs, but the Older Blind program seems to have been caught up temporarily in some of the DEI efforts. He said the Older Blind program does a great job with very limited resources, and Vocational Rehabilitation agencies across the country add additional state dollars and federal program income dollars to the Older Blind program. 
Mr. Trapp said if the Rehabilitation Services Administration is moved from the Department of Education to the Department of Labor, such a move raises the question of whether the Older Blind program would be moved as well. He said the placement of the Rehabilitation Services Administration and the Older Blind program within the Department of Education is set by statute, so Congress would need to agree to move either program. Mr. Trapp said his best hunch is that both programs will stay within the Department of Education.

Mr. Trapp said the Department of Government Efficiency has made cuts across government programs, and the consequences of some of those cuts will be felt over the next several months. He gave the Social Security Administration as an example, saying DOGE put a freeze on the Disability Determination Services program that adjudicates eligibility for Social Security benefits. He said there was a backlog in determinations due to the pandemic, and now there will likely be a much more significant delay in the processing of Social Security claims.

Ms. Chavez said Disability Rights New Mexico was notified that Social Security had 10 regions that have now been condensed into four. She said having just four regions to handle everything is going to be disastrous. Ms. Chavez said the proposal DRNM has seen would be cutting anything dealing with the Long-Term Care Ombudsman, the Disability Rights Protection and Advocacy programs, and the DD Councils. She said the proposal is to give block grants to the state to provide those services. 

Mr. Trapp said Health and Human Services is where the Administration for Community Living was housed, and the ACL administers the Independent Living Part C program. He said the ACL has been eliminated, services are being consolidated, and what ultimately happens with that program is yet to be seen. He said the Independent Living program does a great job and helps people across the country, so hopefully the IL program will still be able to function and provide services. 

Mr. Trapp said one area of concern is how the federal government will be able to monitor, oversee, and support the programs administered by the Department of Education. He said some 130 attorneys have been fired from the Department of Education, leaving only about 17 attorneys at the Office of General Counsel. He said all of the attorneys who reviewed Randolph Sheppard issues were fired. Mr. Trapp said these cuts will definitely impact the ability of the government to oversee its programs, and monitoring will likely be more difficult. 

Mr. Trapp said he is also concerned about the contracts with the Technical Assistance Centers currently in place, such as the University of Arkansas Currents program and the VRTAC-QM program that provide technical assistance for the Vocational Rehabilitation program, and the ILRU that provide support for the Independent Living program. He said these contracts are in place through September, but no one knows what will happen after that. Mr. Trapp said the Vocational Rehabilitation programs will need to consider how to continue the technical support, because the Technical Assistance Centers provide critical services, especially for agencies with significant turnover. Mr. Trapp said next month he will be participating in a meeting of the Executive Committee of the National Council of State Agencies for the Blind to discuss these issues. 

Mr. Babb said the president issued a directive about many national parks and national monuments that either privatizes them or gives them to the states. Mr. Trapp said there are a lot of states with Republican governors and Republican majorities in their legislatures, and those states recognize how valuable some programs are, such as Medicaid and the national parks, but having the states pick up additional costs brings up a lot of complicated issues to be sorted out. Ms. Burma said she saw an article saying many of the national parks employees who had been fired were certified to fight wildfires, so this is another factor to consider when looking at emergency management. Mr. Maestas said counties and states are grappling with how they are going to manage federal lands when they will no longer be receiving money from the federal government for that purpose, so the executive orders being issued have deep implication for the states that go way beyond services for disabled people. Mr. Trapp said he agrees and said there could be a large public pushback and an outcry when negative outcomes of the executive orders come to pass. Mr. Hooee said what he sees happening is that the federal government is not doing any research before making cuts to programs, so essential programs are being cut unnecessarily. 

b. Update on Part B Independent Living Funding, Greg Trapp 

Mr. Trapp said he would very much like to find a compromise with respect to the Part B issue. He said the Independent Living program does a great job and provides valuable services, and the Commission appreciates what they do. Mr. Trapp said for decades, the Commission has partnered with and worked alongside the Independent Living program. He said the Commission’s programs and the Independent Living program complement each other. Mr. Trapp said the Commission has received the Part B funds for over 40 years. He said he is hopeful that the Commission and the SILC can meet somewhere in the middle, and that is what he has been proposing all along.

Mr. Trapp said there has been criticism of the Commission for discussing the Part B issue during the last meeting of the Commission’s SRC. Mr. Trapp said it is important for the Commission’s SRC to discuss the Part B issue for several reasons. He said the Commission’s SRC has a representative member from the State Independent Living Council, Peggy Hayes. Mr. Trapp said a SILC representative is appointed to the Commission’s SRC so that the two councils can coordinate services as required by the Rehabilitation Act. 

Mr. Trapp said the primary purpose of the Commission’s SRC is the Vocational Rehabilitation program, and the Part B issue affects that program in two ways. He said the Part B funds are provided for people who are younger than 55 and who are not participants in the Vocational Rehabilitation program. He said these participants do not have an employment goal, and most of those individuals have lost vision recently and do not understand that employment is possible. He said blindness might seem like the end of the world to these participants, but the Commission can come in and provide services to change that perspective and dramatically make a difference in their lives so they begin to realize they could go back to work. Mr. Trapp said the Part B program is a feeder for the Vocational Rehabilitation services program. 

Mr. Trapp said the other way the Part B issue directly impacts the VR Program is through funding, which is where things get complicated. He said the Commission can use Part B funds to leverage state general funds to match more federal Vocational Rehabilitation funds. He said the crux of the issue has to do with Social Security program income. He said program income is the income that a grant award generates, and the general rule is that when a grant generates income, that income is subject to the rules of the program that generated the program income. Mr. Trapp said there is an exception that allows the Commission to spend Social Security program income on Independent Living services. 

Mr. Trapp said the statute allows Vocational Rehabilitation agencies to transfer Social Security program income to a number of different entities. He said the Commission could transfer program income to the Centers for Independent Living, and the Commission offered to do that at the May meeting of the SILC. He said the Commission could also transfer Social Security program income to the Client Assistance Program. 

Mr. Trapp said when the Commission directly spends Social Security program income, that program income becomes subject to the Addition method of accounting. He said the Addition method requires that when the Commission spends program income to supplement another federal grant, the Commission must receive another federal grant. So, if the Commission wants to spend program income directly rather than transferring it, the Commission has to add those funds to other federal funds being spent, not deduct those funds. Mr. Trapp said as an example, if the Commission were to spend a million dollars on Independent Living, and if the Commission wanted to add $100,000 of program income to that, the end result is not $900,000 but rather $1.1 million. 

Mr. Trapp said Part B funding is important from a fiscal perspective because the Commission spends program income on the Independent Living program in a way that allows the Commission to relieve state general funds already spent, and then the relieved state funds can be used for Vocational Rehabilitation match. Mr. Trapp said about 20 or 25% of the state general funds is spent on the provision of Il services to blind people who are younger than 55.

Mr. Trapp said he is discussing the Part B funding issue with the SRC because this issue has a very significant impact on the Commission’s Vocational Rehabilitation program. He asked Chairperson Hayes and the Council if they agree this is an important issue to discuss or whether they feel it is not an appropriate topic.

Mr. Maestas said he believes the Part B funding issue is more than an appropriate topic. He said he believes the SRC not only needs to be aware but needs to make a decision about how to respond to this as a body. 

Mr. Trapp said the SILC voted in June to take away $65,000 that the Commission had historically been receiving. He said the Division of Vocational Rehabilitation would get $19,000 of that amount, and the CILs would get the rest. He said after the June meeting, the Commission came up with the approach of amending the State Plan for Independent Living to divide the amount that DVR was going to get so the Commission for the Blind would receive half of the DVR amount, or $9,642. Mr. Trapp said he discussed this idea with the director of DVR, Casey stone Romero, and she thought it was a good approach. He said in November he and Ms. Stone Romero had a conversation with Sarah Michaud, Vice Chair of the SILC. Mr. Trapp said in December he reached out to the SILC executive director to discuss the idea with her, and she said that discussion had to wait until the new chair was in place in January. He said on January 2 he emailed the new SILC chair asking to meet to discuss the issue, and he followed that up with another email after about two weeks. He said he received an email on January 16 saying no, they would not meet to discuss it. He said the Governor's office sent out an email saying that they encouraged all the parties to work together to find a solution that would provide services for the greatest number of people, while enabling entities that have received the funding to continue to receive funds. Mr. Trapp said he sent an email from the governor's office to the SILC chair and Ms. Cooper asking to meet again and to discuss the issue, noting that the agencies need to work together, especially during these times. He said he received an email reply that same day saying no, they did not want to discuss it and that they would stick with the State Plan.

Mr. Trapp said he thinks there is a genuine disagreement as to what happened. He said he thinks there was some confusion as to the program income issue. He said the SILC executive director reached out to RSA and probably spoke with a person who is not a fiscal specialist, confusing the result. The SILC executive director said she was told the Commission has access to other sources of program income that could be used on IL, which Mr. Trapp said is not correct. Mr. Trapp said the statute says there is only one such source of program income, and that is Social Security program income. Mr. Trapp said the Commission has since clarified that issue with the SILC.

Mr. Trapp said he thinks the Commission and the SILC have the potential to arrive at a solution, possibly through mediation. He said the Commission is proposing a compromise whereby the Commission would be given just $9,642 in Part B funds, which would be enough program income to allow the Commission to use the Addition Rule and spend program income on services for people who are younger than 55. Mr. Trapp said he is cautiously hopeful. He said all the programs have to work together to maximize their funding. 

Mr. Trapp said there are national implications because at least 11 other states get Part B funds, and most of those 11 states use program income to leverage VR funding. He said Commissioner Dobak understood that this issue has the potential to make it more difficult to draw down the funds that the VR program critically needs to spend. 

Mr. Maestas said the key questions seem to be these: does the Council feel it is appropriate to discuss this topic in SRC meetings, and does the Council support the Commission seeking a resolution of compromise. 

Mr. Trapp said it was not until the third refusal to discuss the issue that the Commission filed a complaint with the Department of Justice. He said the Commission has really tried to work cooperatively on this issue. Mr. Trapp said after the June 10 SILC meeting, he sent an email asking for the Administration for Community Living to review whether or not the state complied with the federal requirements. He said his email has been characterized as a complaint, but it was simply a request for a compliance review. He said he sent this request knowing that if the state did not meet the federal requirements, it was going to be more difficult to undo later on, and it would be better to rectify things sooner than later. He said the main issue at hand was whether or not the SILC met the requirements in the regulations to gather public input on proposed changes to the State Plan for Independent Living before drafting the SPIL. Mr. Trapp said the Administration for Community Living responded, saying they felt that the SILC complied with the State Plan requirements. He said it depends on how much weight one puts on those regulations. He said it also depends on what happened at the January 31 SPIL town forum. Mr. Trapp said the legal notice for that meeting did not say that it was to gather comments on the State Plan, and it did not say how to submit written comments. He said there was no discussion of removing the Commission's funding.

Ms. Chavez said she thinks the Commission has always said that anything that impacts services for Commission consumers will be brought to the SRC. She said the SRC does not have to do the minimum. She said she thinks transparency and accountability are what the Commission is striving for, and that is why the SRC has the right to discuss this topic and give input, because the SRC is reviewing, analyzing, and giving the agency feedback. Ms. Chavez said that is what the SRC should do. She said the Commission has always been transparent about everything that impacts services to Commission consumers.

Chairperson Hayes asked the SRC if they wanted to make this position official and do a vote. Mr. Trapp said a vote on this topic is not on the current agenda. Chairperson Hayes said the vote could be added to the agenda for the next meeting. Mr. Trapp said he thinks it would be appropriate for the SRC to take a position and to call on the party to resolve and settle this issue. Chairperson Hayes said she knows that Mr. Trapp is doing all he can to resolve the issue. 

Mr. Trapp said he appreciates the comments from Ms. Chavez about transparency and accountability. He said for the Commission and for blind Vocational Rehabilitation agencies in particular, having a strong Rehabilitation Council helps the agencies to be accountable. He said he thinks being transparent is critically important.

Chairperson Hayes said her understanding is that part of the objection of the Centers under the SPIL is that they claim the Commission does not provide cross-disability services. She said it was brought up that the Commission could track the cross-disability work being done, and she asked if that is happening. Mr. Trapp said yes, and the Blindness Skills Instructors have been asked to do a better job of identifying secondary disabilities. He said the Commission is working on contracts for providing services to children and young kids, and the Commission wants to track those services because that data could be reported in the program performance report, and the Commission’s data can complement what the CILs are doing. 

Mr. Trapp said federal law requires the CILs to have at least 51% of employees be people with disabilities, and the same is true for their governing boards. He said the Commission’s governing body has a majority of people with disabilities, as does the Commission’s SRC. Mr. Trapp said while the Commission is not a CIL in the classic sense of the word, there is no requirement for all the Part B funds to only go to the CILs. Mr. Trapp said for 43 years, a mix of entities received those funds in New Mexico. 

Mr. Trapp said the passage of WIOA required the states with a blind VR Agency to select which Vocational Rehabilitation agency would be the designated state entity, and most states chose the general VR agency. He said DVR is the designated state entity in New Mexico. Mr. Trapp said he has been advocating for some years that DVR spend program income on the CILs, thereby helping the CILs and also leveraging DVR’s Vocational Rehabilitation dollars. He said as a result, DVR decided to start spending program income on the CILs. He said last year, DVR transferred $1.8 million in program income to the CILs. 

Mr. Trapp said if the Commission loses the Older Blind grant and the Part B funds; the Commission cannot spend program income on Independent Living services. He said the Commission currently spends about $1.1 million on the Independent Living program. He said losing those funding sources would have a devastating impact, and the Commission would need a $1 million increase in funds to cover the gap. He said if the Older Blind grant goes away, then the Part B grant would be the only vehicle available to the Commission and blind agencies across the country to serve people older than 55, so it takes on huge importance. 

Mr. Trapp said without the Part B grant, the Commission would end up having less money and could not support the program income transfer with DVR as fully, which would hurt DVR. 

Chairperson Hayes asked if the Commission could send an email to the SILC to report on the cross-disability work the Commission has done over the last year, and Mr. Salas said the Commission could certainly do that. Chairperson Hayes said Ms. Michaud says the Commission does not provide cross-disability services and that the Commission serves a disability-specific population. Mr. Trapp said at the November SILC meeting, the SILC considered replacing the Commission with the Developmental Disability services program, which ironically serves a disability-specific population. He said most of the people the Commission serves through the IL program have disabilities in addition to blindness such as hearing loss, arthritis, orthopedic impairments, cognitive impairments, diabetes, and other disabilities related to blindness. 

Mr. Maestas said he is concerned that the Part B issue has reached the Department of Justice and the Governor’s office, but the SRC has remained silent on the issue. He asked Chairperson Hayes to add as an action item on the agenda for the next meeting that the SRC take a position on this issue, and Chairperson Hayes agreed. Ms. Livingstone said she agrees with Mr. Maestas and Ms. Chavez and feels that collaboration between agencies is essential to providing good quality services to participants. 

Chairperson Hayes said the Commission serves the whole state, but the CILs are lacking five counties that they don't serve. She said in addition, the Centers are not able to provide instruction in orientation and mobility, Braille, and assistive technology, so the agencies really need to work collaboratively together to find a way to best serve the residents of New Mexico. 

Mr. Trapp said the Commission was not given the opportunity in February or March of last year to be at the table when the Part B funding was discussed, so the Commission could not bring forward how important this issue is to the blind and low vision community and to the Vocational Rehabilitation program as a whole. He said he thinks the issue was just not understood. He said the current situation has arisen because the Commission should have had a voice when the decisions were made but did not have that opportunity, the Commission’s main compromise was not accepted, and the Commission’s subsequent efforts at a compromise were not discussed.

Ms. Seanez said she is on the State Independent Living Council appointed by the Governor as the Navajo Nation representative. She said the next SILC meeting is scheduled for May 14 at the Independent Living Resource Center in Albuquerque, and the meeting is open to the public. Ms. Seanez said she agrees with the position of collaboration, and she appreciates the willingness of the Commission to go to mediation or use other methods to continue to work things out. She said the disability agencies have always collaborated in New Mexico, and the feeling of being excluded is just not right. 

c. Update on Business Enterprise Program Manual, Jim Salas 

Mr. Salas said the Commission has been working with Terry Smith to revise and update the rules and regulations manual. Mr. Salas said Mr. Smith has recommended using model language that he had used with other states, and this language has been approved by RSA. Mr. Salas said the draft rules and regulations along with a policies sub-manual were distributed last week to the vendors during their semiannual meeting. Mr. Salas congratulated Mr. Maestas on being elected Vice Chair of the Committee of Blind Vendors and asked if he has heard any comments since the semiannual meeting. Mr. Maestas said he had not heard any comments, but he and Chair Harmon decided to meet with Ms. Martinez on Monday and then have more discussion with the vendors.

Mr. Salas said once the Commission makes any necessary modifications to the manual, the Commission will submit the manual to RSA for approval, adding that the lawyers that work with the Business Enterprise Program at the Department of Education had been laid off. He said once RSA approval is received, the manual will need to go through the state required rulemaking process with public hearings and public comment. Mr. Salas said if any revisions are made to the manual based on public comment, then the manual will have to be sent back to RSA for approval. 

Mr. Maestas asked if the vendors are still under the old manual during the RSA approval process, and Mr. Salas said yes. Mr. Trapp said the BEP program is under the authority of the Rehabilitation Act and the Randolph Sheppard act. He said the Commission is trying to make sure the manual complies with federal interpretations of the Randolph Sheppard Act. He said if there was a conflict between the manual and the Randolph Sheppard Act, the federal government would go with the federal requirements. 

12. New Business

a. Students in Transition to Employment (STEP) Update, Greg Trapp, Jim Salas, Daphne Mitchell, Kelly Burma, and Jamie Sibson 

Mr. Trapp said the Commission had nine students who attended the STEP program at the Orientation Center last year. He said only three students had signed up for the program at the orientation Center this year, and the Commission needed to make a decision whether or not to have the STEP program at the Orientation Center this year. He said he felt having only three students attending the residential STEP program in Alamogordo was not enough for two reasons: first, it raises a question as to the reasonableness of the cost per student; and second, the students would not have the same opportunity to interact with and learn from their peers. He said this interaction and learning is a very important aspect of the STEP program. Mr. Trapp said he therefore made the decision to not have the STEP program at the Center this summer, and that the Commission will instead have the regular adult program at the Center. He said this means the Commission can more effectively serve students in Alamogordo, in Albuquerque, and throughout the state. He said If there are students who want a residential program, the Commission could support those students to attend residential programs elsewhere in the country. 

Mr. Trapp said another reason why having only three students attend the STEP program in Alamogordo was not viable is that the Commission is more than exceeding the 15% Pre-ETS reserve. He said if the Commission was struggling to meet the 15% reserve, spending more per student could be reasonable. He said because the Commission is exceeding the Pre-ETS reserve, having the STEP program in Alamogordo was not an appropriate expenditure of funds.

Mr. Salas said 36 students have applied to participate in the STEP program. He said the STEP program in Albuquerque had a record 41 students Last year. 

Ms. Burma said the Commission is expecting eight or nine students to participate in the Skills Center program, which will happen from 9am to 4:30pm Mondays and Tuesdays. She said the Commission serves meals as part of the program, giving students the chance to socialize. She said the students receive training in cane travel, personal and home management, and Braille. She said the business of blindness seminar will occur on Tuesday and have a virtual option so students can participate statewide. Mr. Salas said the workdays are on Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday. 

13. Council Open Discussion

Mr. Trapp said the Commission has received the State Rehabilitation Council annual report from the printers. He said the Commission uses the Council for Purchasing from Persons with Disabilities to print the report, and the printing business is owned and operated by an individual who is blind or low vision. Mr. Trapp said the Commission wants each council member to take 5-10 copies of the report to use for outreach to ophthalmologists, optometrists, people who are looking for support, and anyone who works with people who are blind or low vision. Ms. Savage then described the visual aspects of the report and briefly summarized its contents.

Mr. Maestas asked if the Commission distributes the report to hospitals. Mr. Trapp said the Commission has not done that because the report could get lost in the bureaucracy, but that it would be a good idea to send the report to Dr. Das at the UNM hospital. He said the Commission provides the report to ophthalmologists and optometrists. 

14. Comments from the Audience

Diana Marquez asked Mr. Trapp about an item he mentioned when she brought up the federal government cutting funds for PBS and NPR. Mr. Trapp said there is a federal agency within the State Department with an unusual name, something like the Agency on Information Development, that provides information about the United States and news events across the world. He said the agency has existed since World War Two and is a source of information for people who live in nations with no free press and broadcasts by shortwave radio. 

Mr. Blair asked if discussion of the Part B funding issues will be on the agenda for the next meeting, and Mr. Trapp responded yes. Mr. Blair asked if a draft letter could be presented at the next meeting so the Council can vote to approve and send it. Chairperson Hayes said it is a good idea to send a letter to the SILC and the Governor’s office to express concern about the Part B funding and to express support for the compromise that the Commission is seeking. Mr. Maestas asked if the letter could be sent to the Department of Justice as well. Ms. Chavez raised the question of whether the letter should come from Chairperson Hayes given that she is a member of the SILC, and it was discussed that the entire Council would sign this letter and that the letter could come from the vice chair of the Council. 

15. Date and Location of Next Meeting

The Council agreed to meet on August 15 in Albuquerque at 10:00 AM. 

16. Adjourn

Ms. Hayes adjourned the meeting at 2:05 PM.

Approved and Electronically Signed this 15th Day of August 2025.

Peggy Hayes, Chairperson
State Rehabilitation Council
New Mexico Commission for the Blind
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