New Mexico Commission for the Blind
State Rehabilitation Council

Minutes (Draft)

Regular Meeting

August 15, 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 10:05 AM.

Roll Call

Mr. Blair took roll, and physically present were Veronica Alonzo, James Babb, Jeff Blair, Bernadine Chavez, Peggy Hayes, Frank Maestas, Diana Marquez, Daphne Mitchell, Paula Seanez, and Greg Trapp. Mario Hooee, Lila Martinez, and Melanie Redhouse attended by Zoom. Coby Livingstone attended by Zoom and arrived in-person to the meeting at 11:40 AM. Paul Luttrell joined by Zoom at 12:16 PM.

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; and Patricia Savage, Executive Secretary. Attending by Zoom were Jamie Sibson, Orientation Center Director and Audrey Trujillo, Information Technology Manager. 

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

There were no changes to the agenda. 

5. Approval of Minutes for the Meeting of May 7, 2025

Mr. Babb moved to approve the minutes of May 7, 2025 and Mr. Maestas seconded. A vote was taken, and the minutes were unanimously approved.

6. Client Assistance Program Report, Bernadine Chavez

Ms. Chavez said the Client Assistance Program received a call from a 34-year-old woman who recently became blind and was looking for caregivers because her doctor told her she would need caregivers for the rest of her life. Ms. Chavez said this woman believed she could never work again, and that CAP referred her to the Commission. Mr. Trapp thanked Ms. Chavez and said this heartbreaking situation highlights the importance of Part B funds for blind people under age 55 who need services but are not ready to seek employment. 

Mr. Trapp said the president's budget proposes to defund the Client Assistance Program, but by law the Vocational Rehabilitation program must ensure that CAP services are available for the Commission to receive Vocational Rehabilitation funds. He said the president's budget proposal requires that states fund the CAP program, Supported Employment, and the Protection and Advocacy for Individual Rights services. Mr. Trapp said it is Congress that actually approves the appropriation of funds. 

Ms. Chavez said CAP is mandated to resolve issues at the lowest level possible. She said the governor designates which agency runs the Client Assistance Program. She said the national disability rights organization thinks the president may give block grants to the states, and then the states have to choose an entity to provide CAP services. She said Disability Rights New Mexico has been in existence since 1979, and has experience and a proven track record of providing CAP services. Ms. Chavez said that cap funding has been approved by the Senate but still has to go to the House. 

Mr. Trapp said the Senate Appropriations Committee approved $13 million for CAP. He said Disability Rights New Mexico has the expertise and understanding of Vocational Rehabilitation. He said it would be harmful for Vocational Rehabilitation consumers if the CAP Program is run by an entity that does not have that expertise. He said he has spoken with the Acting RSA Commissioner and the RSA Fiscal Chief about what to do if the states have to fund CAP. He said his initial thought was to use program income, but program income cannot be obligated in advance. He said the catch 22 is that the transfer authority for program income assumes the income is transferred to an entity that has federal oversight, but if CAP is not funded, then there is no CAP program and no federal oversight. 

Mr. Blair asked if Congress is scheduled to take up this issue in September. Mr. Trapp said he thinks Congress will most likely pass a continuing resolution that would contain CAP funding, and that he does not think Congress will pass a budget prior to October 1. 

Ms. Seanez said the Native American Vocational Rehabilitation program refers participants to Disability Rights New Mexico and its counterpart in Arizona for CAP services. Mr. Trapp said he had talked with Ms. Seanez about CAP and has written a draft Memorandum of Agreement which included language that would fund Client Assistance Programs in New Mexico for the Native American VR Programs. He said the language in the draft maintains CAP independence and ensures the ability of CAP to keep information confidential. 

Mr. Trapp said the Rehabilitation Services Administration told him that once a VR agency transfers program income, the transferred funds cease to be the responsibility of the VR program. He said the Commission internally spends program income through the addition method of accounting, which he said is how the Commission funds Older Blind and Part B Independent Living services. He said the Commission can also transfer funds outside the agency to another entity such as CAP. Mr. Trapp said he hopes CAP is funded, but if it is not funded he thinks requesting State General Funds during the legislative session would be the best way to safeguard the independence of CAP and to address the issue that the VR agencies cannot use program income to fund CAP if Congress is not funding CAP. Mr. Trapp said it is also critical to include the Native American programs.

Ms. Chavez thanked Mr. Trap for his support, for his creative thinking outside the box, for the transparency with which he runs the agency, and for making sure the clients get the best services possible. Mr. Trapp thanked Ms. Chavez and said the Commission’s partnership with DRNM is really important and the Commission wants to make sure New Mexico continues to have a strong and viable CAP.

7. Native American Vocational Rehabilitation Program Report, Paula Seanez

Ms. Seanez said the Navajo Nation and the Jemez Pueblo Native American Vocational Rehabilitation programs are beginning their fourth year of the grant cycle, and will be competing for grant funding in 2026. She said RSA wanted to reduce the grant in the fifth year because of large carryover balances. Ms. Seanez said she met with RSA and explained that any funding reduction would have to be negotiated with the authorized representative, Navajo Nation President Dr. Buu Nygren. She said her program received the grant award letter for the full amount. Ms. Seanez said she learned yesterday that the Jemez program was given less funding for year five and is having to use carryover money to fund the program.

Ms. Seanez said the Consortium on Administrators for Native American Rehabilitation hosted the CANAR meeting in June in Spokane, and several new staff were able to attend. She said this is the 50th anniversary of the Navajo VR program, and the conference to celebrate their story titled “Our Story: The Power Of Self Determination In Advancing Tribal Vocational Rehabilitation” will occur on October 28 in Flagstaff. She said she hopes there will be representation from the Commission for the Blind. 

8. Workforce Board Report, Veronica Alonzo 

Ms. Alonzo said DWS will put on the annual workforce conference October 28 and 29th in Albuquerque. She said DWS is also working on the annual report that is due to the Department of Labor on December 1. She said DOL has issued a new Training and Employment Guidance Letter or TEGL that gives more specific information about what is required in the annual report. 

Ms. Alonzo said DWS received a 10% decrease in funding this fiscal year, so the four local workforce boards had to be creative with their budgets. She said the Department of Labor sent a guidance letter saying that the DWS programs nationwide will now have to obtain work authorization documents for participants in the Title I Adult Dislocated Worker program but also for participants in the Title III Wagner-Peyser program. 

Ms. Alonzo said DWS has been struggling to hold a state board meeting because the board has lost business members. She said DWS is recruiting new business members to join the board. She said a meeting has been scheduled for the same time as the workforce conference. 

Ms. Burma thanked Ms. Alonzo and her staff for their help with planning the Disability Employment Awareness Month conference and hiring event, and Ms. Chavez thanked Ms. Alonzo for her consistent involvement with the SRC, for giving detailed reports, and for being a true partner.

9. Chairperson’s Report, Peggy Hayes

Chairperson Hayes announced that the NFB State Convention is October 23-26 at the Sheraton Uptown Hotel in Albuquerque. 

Chairperson Hayes said she attended a Statewide Independent Living Council meeting on Wednesday. She said she was unhappy with some of the responses to her comments, and that she does not see any movement toward resolution of the conflict.

Mr. Trapp said he appreciates the service of Chairperson Hayes on the SILC, and that the SILC is an important body and does important work. Mr. Trapp said the Centers for Independent Living are very important entities in New Mexico and provide a valuable service.

Ms. Seanez said she was at the SILC meeting on Wednesday, adding that she is the vice chair of the Statewide Independent Living Council and is part of the executive committee. She said she expressed concerns over how decisions are being made.

10. Director's Report, Greg Trapp

a.	Major Trends and Developments, Greg Trapp

Mr. Trapp said he is President-Elect of the National Council of State Agencies for the Blind, and that NCSAB had a budget briefing to discuss the President’s proposed budget and also the Big Beautiful Budget Bill, and how it would impact blind agencies. He said the Vocational Rehabilitation program needs consistency in funding because VR agencies have to plan far ahead with their budgets. He said the Commission is about to submit the State Fiscal Year 27 budget that takes effect July 1 of 2026, and that the Commission needs to know a year and a half in advance what the funding is going to be in order to properly plan and prepare. 

Mr. Trapp said Congress passed a Continuing Resolution that included a Change In Mandatory Program or CHIMP, and as a result the VR program received a Cost Of Living Adjustment that increased the budget for the VR program from $3.7 billion to $4.39 billion. He said the Cost Of Living Adjustment the VR program received this year was calculated as though a Cost Of Living Adjustment had been given in 2024 even though it was not actually given. He said the VR program essentially received two Cost Of Living Adjustments, and as a result the Commission received about $500,000 in additional VR funding for 2025. He said receiving the funding halfway through the fiscal year can create a challenge. 

Mr. Trapp said details about the President's proposed budget came out in June, and the President is proposing to reduce funding for the Vocational Rehabilitation program by going back to the 2024 funding level of $3.7 billion. Mr. Trapp said the president is using the Change In Mandatory Program or CHIMP to accomplish the change, which is how the government can avoid the required mandatory Cost Of Living Adjustment. He said the Senate Appropriations Committee voted to take the 2025 budget and add a Cost Of Living Adjustment to it, and the Senate proposal also funded the Client Assistance Program. Mr. Trapp said the Senate Appropriations and Finance Committee recognized the importance of the Vocational Rehabilitation program in a bipartisan way. He said the bill will now go to the House. He said if the budget is decreased to the 2024 level it will mean a reduction for the Commission of about a half million dollars. 

Mr. Trapp said the reallotment process concludes on August 15. He said that is where agencies that are not able to utilize all of their VR funds can relinquish funds to other agencies that can use the funds. He said in last year's reallotment more money was requested than was relinquished. He said the President's proposed budget noted that the Vocational Rehabilitation program had been giving up money in recent years, but it did not mention last year when more money was requested than relinquished. Mr. Trapp said he thought more money will likely be relinquished this year than is requested. He said this is because the VR program received a significant Cost Of Living Adjustment halfway through the fiscal year making it difficult for VR agencies to adjust spending. 

Mr. Trapp said one of the reasons for the NCSAB briefing was to encourage agencies to request as much money as possible and to not lapse money. He said when an agency lapses money that it is not used and returns to the treasury. He said the Commission has decided not to request additional money. He said the Commission has a budget of about 6 million and is carrying over $1.4 million. He said this includes $500,000 the Commission had transferred last year from DVR plus the $500,000 the Commission received due to the COLA. He said he greatly appreciates the Commission’s partnership with DVR. 

Mr. Trapp said another highlight of the NCSAB budget Briefing was discussing the ability to transfer funds between General and Blind agencies. He said transferring funds is beneficial because the VR agencies do not have to risk the uncertainties of the reallotment process, will know what money will be received, and can transfer money at any time during the year. Mr. Trapp said it is better to relinquish money rather than laps money because relinquishing funds reduces the Pre-Employment Transition Services reserve level, and it also reduces the match requirement. Mr. Trapp said if a state does not meet the match requirement, then the state cannot carry over funds. He said the fiscal teams from the Commission and DVR work closely together to monitor spending because the requirement to meet the match is a statewide requirement.

Mr. Trapp said a Commissioner has not yet been appointed for the Rehabilitation Services Administration. He said in his capacity as President-Elect for NCSAB, he has been meeting monthly with Chris Pope, the Acting RSA Commissioner. Mr. Trapp said there is language in the Senate Appropriations Committee budget protecting the Department of Education. He said he does not think DOE will be eliminated, but cuts will definitely occur.

b.	Administration and Finance, Kevin Romero

Mr. Trapp reported for Mr. Romero, who was unable to attend the meeting. Mr. Trapp said Mr. Romero is working on the Commission’s request budget that is due on September 1, and which will start on July 1. Mr. Trapp said the Commission is asking for a $257,000 increase. He said all agencies were directed to be flat funded. He said exceptions must be explained and that those explanations are due today. He said Mr. Romero is working on that explanation. Mr. Trapp said the reason for the flat funding is due to the cuts to Medicaid and other federal programs that the state is needing to replace, saying that 39% of New Mexico’s population is on Medicaid. 

Mr. Trapp said the Commission’s justification for requesting the increase in funds is the loss of the Part B funds. He said the Commission is operating on the assumption that the State Plan for Independent Living will not be amended as the Commission had suggested. Mr. Trapp said now more than ever, we as a state and we as a disability community need to be working together, to be cooperatively trying to find solutions, and to be partnering and collaborating. He said this is what New Mexico has historically done, and he really regrets that New Mexico has gotten off that path. Mr. Trapp said Ms. Seanez, chairperson Hayes, and Ms. Chavez have all advocated strongly for a return to that collaboration. 

Mr. Trapp said the $257,000 reflects the actual impact of the loss of the Part B funds. He said the $65,000 of Part B funds roughly equates to $192,000 the Commission would be able to spend in program income, relieve General Funds, and use those relieved funds as a source of Vocational Rehabilitation match. He said the much bigger advantage of receiving the Part B funds is that receiving the Part B funds allowed the Commission to spend Social Security program income on Part B Independent Living services. Mr. Trapp said the Commission takes Social Security program income and uses an accounting adjustment to relieve the state funds the agency spends on salaries and benefits for the IL program. Mr. Trapp said the Commission normally relieves about $192,000 in salaries and benefits for independent living services provided to persons younger than 55. He said this can be used to match $710,000 of Vocational Rehabilitation funds. Mr. Trapp said if the Commission does not receive the Part B funds, then the Commission cannot use Part B funds to relieve the salaries and benefits, and the Commission cannot use the Social Security program income to help generate the additional federal funds. He said this is why the Commission needs additional state revenues to use as a source of federal match. He said the Commission board will be meeting on the 25th of August to approve the request budget. 

Mr. Trapp said the loss of the Part B funds will also have a negative impact on DVR. He said back in 2017 DVR had a large amount of program income that they needed to spend before they could draw other federal revenues. He said he recommended that DVR transfer some of their program income to the centers for independent living. He said the Commission also had some room in its own the Independent Living program, so he suggested DVR also transfer $200,000 of program income to the Commission. Mr. Trapp said the Commission would then use the $200,000 of program income from DVR to relieve $200,000 of General Funds the Commission had spent on its IL program. He said the Commission would then transfer $100,000 in state funds to DVR that they could use to match $370,000 in Vocational Rehabilitation funds, and the Commission would use the other $100,000 of state funds to generate $370,000 of VR funds for the Commission. He said the $200,000 transferred from DVR to the Commission yielded a benefit of nearly $1 million to the state. 

Mr. Trapp said because of the loss of the Part B funds, instead of the Commission being able to transfer $100,000 to DVR, and because about 25% of the Commission’s IL program is made up of Part B funds, the Commission will at best be able to only transfer about 75,000 to DVR, which means the benefit to DVR of $470,000 will be more like $352,000. Mr. Trapp said the transfer of the $200,000 will at some point cease to be viable. He said he only intended the transfer to be a onetime thing, but the legislature liked it, so DVR and the Commission have been doing the transfer every year since 2018. He said the transfer has become more and more difficult for the two agencies to maintain because the Commission does not always have IL spending on which it can spend the program income. 

Mr. Trapp said the Commission’s Legislative Finance Committee hearing will occur in October, and the Commission will have a hearing before the House Appropriations and Finance Committee. Mr. Trapp said this is a short, 30-day session, so the Commission will be working closely with the legislature and with the governor's office on the budget. 

Mr. Trapp asked Mr. Salas to discuss a new classification the State Personnel Office has created, and Mr. Salas said the state contracted with a consulting firm to conduct a study of the state classification system and pay system, with the intention of modernizing it to be more effective in recruitment and retention of employees and to have better pay structure. Mr. Salas said the new classification system came out in August, reducing the number of classifications and changing job titles. He said the job title Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor is now Senior Rehabilitation Counselor, and Assistive Technology Specialists are now Assistive Technology Consultants. 

Mr. Trapp said state employees have started to receive longevity pay, so employees who have worked for the state for 5, 10, or 20 years are getting increases depending on their number of years of service. Mr. Trapp said the state has picked up more of the cost for health insurance, so some employees have also seen an increase in pay as a result. 

c.	Independent Living and Vocational Rehabilitation, Jim Salas

Mr. Salas said VR counselor Carolina Balcazar started this summer in Santa Fe, and VR counselor Keith Collins in Albuquerque resigned in early July. Mr. Salas said Mr. Collins had been with the Commission for about three years and was doing a great job.

Mr. Salas reported on Independent Living, saying Valeria Alvarado is a new Blindness Skills Instructor in Las Cruces. He said the Commission now has a full IL team.

Mr. Salas reported on employment numbers for State Fiscal Year 2025, which he said ended on June 30. He said the Commission had a total of 27 participants in competitive, integrated settings, including 25 rehab closures and two in self-employment. Mr. Salas said the Average wage is $38.57 per hour. 

Mr. Salas reported on Federal Fiscal Year 25, which he said will end on September 30. He said the Commission has a total of 19 participants in competitive, integrated settings including 1 in self-employment. He said the average wage for that group is $29.98 an hour. He said the Commission has 26 participants in employment status, meaning they are employed and have a stable employment date. Mr. Salas said the Commission has another 28 participants in Service E status, where they are employed but do not yet have a stable employment date. He said the Commission is projecting another eight to 10 rehab closures for the fiscal year. Mr. Salas congratulated Ms. Mitchell, the VR counselors, and other staff for achieving such great outcomes.

Mr. Salas reported on the 27 rehab closures for the state fiscal year, saying some are participants who obtained employment and some are participants who maintained employment. He said the ratio of participants who obtained versus maintained employment is usually about 65% to 35%, but this year it happened to be more level, with 13 participants who obtained and 14 who maintained employment. Mr. Salas reported on the wages of the 27 participants with rehab closures for the state fiscal year, saying 3 participants were earning $50 an hour or higher, 2 earning in the $40 to 49 an hour range, 3 earning in the $30 to 39 range, 8 earning in the $20 to 29 range, 6 earning in the $13 to 19 range, and 5 earning $12 an hour. Speaking of the 27 participants with rehab closures for the state fiscal year, Mr. Salas said 17 participants are working 40 hours per week or more, which will translate into the Commission’s federal performance measures such as median income. He said there are three participants working 30 to 39 hours per week, 4 participants working 20 to 29 hours per week, 2 participants working 11 to 19 hours per week, and 1 participant working 9 hours per week with a good wage as an artist. Mr. Maestas asked about the employment, and Mr. Salas and Ms. Mitchell verified that a large proportion of the 17 participants working 40 hours a week or more are people who maintained employment and who hold advanced degrees. Mr. Salas said their jobs fall into the following broad job categories: 1 in cleaning and building service workers, 3 in all other service workers, 1 in cashiers, 1 in sales and related workers, one in sales representatives and salespersons, 1 in stock clerks, 1 in professional/paraprofessionals as a radiologic technician and technologist, 1 in all other professional paraprofessional and technical workers, 1 in human services workers, 1 in welfare eligibility workers and interviewers, 2 in office clerks, 1 in all other managers and administrators, 1 in first line supervisors in sales, 1 in artists and related workers, 1 in teacher aides and education assistants, 1 in teachers and instructors, 1 in special education teachers, 2 in vocational education teachers and instructors, 1 in electrical and electronic engineers, and 2 in general managers and top executives. 

Mr. Blair asked if the 2 participants in the category of general managers and top executives were people who maintained employment, and Mr. Salas said yes. He said it is important to help newly blinded individuals maintain their current employment. Mr. Salas said the employers include a lawyer, Denny’s, Domino’s Pizza, a grocery store, a church, San Juan Regional Medical Center, Albuquerque Public Schools, the School for the Blind and Visually Impaired, the Commission for the Blind, the Legislative Council Service, the Veterans Administration, and 11 private for-profit or nonprofit companies. 

Ms. Livingstone asked if the Commission works with homeless people, and Mr. Salas said the Commission does and they only needs to have an address where they can receive mail.

Mr. Babb asked if any of the rehab closures were vendors in the Business Enterprise Program, and Mr. Salas said no. Ms. Livingstone asked how many current vendors are in the BEP program in New Mexico, and Mr. Maestas said there are 5.

d.	Orientation Center, Jamie Sibson

Ms. Sibson said the Orientation Center has seven students receiving training. Ms. Sibson said two students recently completed their training, one in May and one in early July. Ms. Sibson said there is one student confirmed to start training in early September, which will bring the number of students up to eight. Ms. Sibson said one of the current students is doing their immersion training as part of the National Blindness Professional Certification Board. Ms. Sibson said one staff trainee will complete her training on Friday July 22, and the Center’s newest dorm staff is starting her staff immersion training on September 8. Ms. Sibson said the Orientation Center continues to work closely with the VR counselors to set up tours for interested students. Ms. Sibson said the Center just completed a tour within the last couple of weeks, and there is another tour being scheduled.

Ms. Livingstone asked if the Center accepts students from other states, and Ms. Sibson said the students are all from New Mexico, but the Center works with Students from other states who are seeking certification from the National Blindness Professional Certification Board, and the Center currently has such a student. 

Ms. Sibson said she and 2 students traveled to New Orleans for the NFB National Convention, and both students said they felt it was a great experience and that they learned a lot. 

Ms. Sibson said some projects were recently completed at the Center, namely repaving the north parking lot and installing new carpet. She said the Center is preparing for the CARF survey occurring sometime between October 1 and November 30. Ms. Marquez asked for clarification of what CARF is, and Ms. Sibson said CARF stands for Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities. Ms. Sibson said CARF accreditation is very important, involves ensuring compliance with about 1200 standards that cover all aspects of operations and services, and lasts for 3 years. Ms. Sibson and Mr. Trapp said this is the fourth or fifth time the Orientation Center is going through the CARF accreditation process.

e. Skills Center, Kelly Burma

Ms. Burma said the Skills Center just completed hosting the STEP program. She said the Skills Center is currently serving three adults and 1 student eligible for Pre-Employment Transition Services. 

Ms. Burma said the Skills Center continues to host the monthly Creating Options group that serves the older blind as well as persons under age 55 using Part B funds. Mr. Salas asked how many people usually participate in Creating Options, and Ms. Burma said it averages 12 to 16 people. She said the Skills Center has started hosting Job Club, or Career Community, which she said is run by April Baca, the Commission’s business engagement coordinator. 

Ms. Burma said the Skills Center is helping to plan the Disability Employment Awareness Month event, or DEAM. She said it is a celebration, conference and hiring event occurring on October 15 at the Berna Facio Professional Development Center. Ms. Burma said she and Ms. Baca will be providing a pre-conference event for consumers to help them prepare to participate in the hiring portion of the event.

Ms. Burma reported on the Technology for Children program, saying the Commission served 12 students in State Fiscal Year 2025,. 

Ms. Livingstone asked where the assistive technology staff fit into the Skills Center, and Ms. Burma said that the assistive technology staff are separate from the Skills Center staff. She said participants are referred to the Skills Center if they need longer term training or multidisciplinary training. Ms. Livingstone asked how the orientation and mobility staff fit in with the Skills Center, and Ms. Burma said the Skills Center has three part-time mobility specialists.

11. Unfinished Business

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

Mr. Trapp said the Commission first became aware of the removal of the Part B funds in April of 2024. He said the Commission has worked to reach a compromise, but his requests to meet with the SILC executive director and SILC chair were denied. He said mediation is on the table, but it may not include discussing reinstating the Part B funds.

Mr. Trapp said he emailed the New Mexico Department of Justice to ask about the complaint the Commission filed on February 21. He said it alleged that the Statewide Independent Living Council did not follow the Open Meetings Act when it adopted the State Plan for Independent Living. He said NMDOJ responded the complaint is in process. He said the National Federation of the Blind of New Mexico had also filed a complaint. Mr. Trapp said the governor’s office encouraged the Commission to seek a legal opinion from the NMDOJ.

Mr. Trapp said reaching a part B compromise is in the best interest of all and will help bring about the most efficient use of state resources. He said the proposed compromise has not been discussed by the SILC. He said the Commission has clarified issues about Social Security program income, saying there is no other source of program income that can be used to serve persons younger than 55. He said that was confirmed with the Rehabilitation Services Administration. He said the SPIL could be amended to allow the Commission to receive $9,642 and be able to use that funding to provide Part B Independent Living services. He said that amount would be enough for the Commission to leverage the Social Security program income to fully support the transfer with DVR and to relieve General Funds that are then used to match Vocational Rehabilitation funds. He said the legislature likes this funding process, and it is one of the few times when a state agency can generate revenue for the state in a very powerful way. 

Mr. Maestas said that in his capacity as first vice president of the NFB of New Mexico, he plans to present to the NFB the idea of filing a second complaint to highlight the loss of services to the blind community. Mr. Trapp said the goal of the Commission is that no services will be lost and that additional funding will be obtained to offset the loss of the Part B funds. Ms. Burma said the Part B funds help younger blind people to get off benefits, go back to work, not be on Medicaid, and not need to live in nursing homes, which saves the state money.

Ms. Livingstone asked if the Commission staff work with the Independent Living Resource Center in Albuquerque and the other Centers, and Mr. Trapp said the Commission works with all the IL Centers, and the ILRC refers people to the Commission. He said the Commission will continue to work as collaboratively with the Centers as possible, but the Part B fund dispute has harmed the relationship. He said by the time the Commission became aware of the change, positions had hardened and it was difficult to discuss the change in a setting where the issues could be explained. 

Ms. Chavez said she asked field staff of some of the IL centers if they can provide intensive IL services to the blind community, and they responded saying they do not know how to help people learn cane travel, Braille, or daily living skills. She said as part of the audience during a recent SILC meeting, she commented that the SILC is leaving out a whole group of people, and that the SILC is supposed to be about providing services to all disabilities. She said she was concerned that at the SILC meeting on Wednesday, the contractor resource plan was increased by $30,000. She said chairperson Hayes was trying to graciously ask questions about it. Ms. Chavez said the response was that the SILC voted on it two years ago and it is the same contract. 

Ms. Seanez said the SILC executive director is a contractor with DVR and is supposed to facilitate and provide services to the SILC. She said the contract terminated on June 30, and there was no RFQ Request For Quotes submitted. She said there was no discussion with the whole SILC, so Council members were unaware the contract had been renewed. She said she requested information from DVR as to how they proceeded with a contract that was not approved or discussed by the full Council. She said she received an email from DVR Interim Director Karp saying the SILC chair received confirmation to proceed, no RFQ was required, and Ms. Karp would refer Ms. Seanez’s letter of inquiry to the SILC chair because the SILC is an autonomous body.

Ms. Seanez said one of the items on the SILC agenda was to approve a resource plan that included travel for the contractor. She said the previous contract was for $60,000, and the new contract is for $90,000 not including travel. She said she spoke up about how the SILC chair approved the contract, but it was not done in a public meeting, was not done with full knowledge of all the SILC members, and was not voted on by the SILC. Ms. Seanez said an evaluation of the contractor is supposed to be done by the executive committee of which she is a member. Ms. Seanez said it was a very contentious meeting. She said the contractor was present during the meeting and would benefit financially from the resource plan that was discussed. 

Chairperson Hayes said she also emailed the chair three weeks before the SILC meeting and asked if the contract had been submitted. She said she felt the whole Council should be involved in approving the contract and asked why the whole Council was not involved in that process. She said the response she received simply said the contract had been agreed on.

Mr. Trapp said while the SILC does have autonomy, DVR has to make sure the SILC complies with fiscal rules. 

Mr. Blair asked what more can be done about the Part B funding issue, and Mr. Trapp said his plan has always been to try to collaboratively meet with Ms. Cooper and Ms. Michaud to discuss the situation. He said most of the SILC members do not know about the issues. He said Ms. Chavez made a good point earlier when she said the IL Centers are not going to be able to provide services to individuals who are blind or low vision. He said those individuals are currently receiving the five core services from the Commission. He said what has happened with the Part B funds excludes a group of individuals with disabilities from receiving Part B IL services. He said they will receive services from the Commission, but not Part B IL services. 

b.	Approval of State Rehabilitation Council Letter on Part B Funds, Peggy Hayes

Mr. Blair asked if the letter should address how the SILC has violated legal requirements, and what would be the most effective strategy. Mr. Trapp said the draft letter has two sections. He said the first part essentially argues public policy and why it benefits the public for the Commission to receive the Part B funds. He said the last few paragraphs talk about some of the things that were not properly done. He said the SRC should consider whether to structure the letter in this fashion. Mr. Trapp said another question for the SRC to consider is who should receive the letter: Ms. Cooper, Ms. Michaud, Ms. Seanez, or all the SILC members. Mr. Trapp said the SILC members are receiving limited information, and Chairperson Hayes agreed. 

Mr. Maestas asked if the issue of who is making decisions should be addressed in the letter, and Mr. Trapp said the NMDOJ has said that a public body cannot delegate major decision-making, and that decisions have to be made by the actual public body. 

Mr. Trapp said he is also concerned about what is taking place with respect to the Navajo Nation and the service of Ms. Seanez on the SILC. He said the Commission is honored to have Ms. Seanez on the SRC. 

Mr. Blair made a motion to approve a position statement of the Council in the form of a letter in which the SRC calls upon the SILC to amend the State Plan for Independent Living to restore a portion of the Part B funds historically received by the Commission for the Blind by decreasing the portion of Part B funds received by the Division of Vocational Rehabilitation from $19,884 to $9,642 and authorizing the Commission to receive the remaining $9,642 to provide Part B Independent Living services to persons who are blind or have low vision. Mr. Maestas seconded the motion. Ms. Burma read the draft letter, and Mr. Blair amended his motion to allow the executive committee to correct any technical or typographical errors and make other minor technical changes the executive committee thinks appropriate, and Mr. Maestas seconded the amended motion. 

Ms. Seanez said the draft letter provides a clear narrative as to what actually happened, and the majority of SILC members are new and need to hear this information. Chairperson Hayes said she thinks the letter should be sent to all the SILC members and to the directors of the IL Centers. Mr. Blair asked Mr. Trapp whether it would be helpful or harmful to also send a letter to the governor, and Mr. Trapp said the Commission has to justify its budget request related to this issue to the Office of the governor, so Mr. Trapp said he thought it would help to send the letter to the CILs, the governor, and the DVR director. Mr. Blair said he agrees. 

Mr. Blair asked who should sign the letter from the SRC, and Chairperson Hayes said she would like to see all the Council members sign the letter. The Council agreed that Mr. Trapp will not sign the letter, although he is a member of the Council. 

Mr. Maestas suggested the letter could also be sent to the appropriate legislative committees handling the budget request, and Mr. Trapp agreed and said the letter could be sent to the LFC and DFA analysts who have been kept apprised of the situation. Chairperson Hayes suggested copying the letter to the Attorney General and to Disability Rights New Mexico. Chairperson Hayes also recommended it be sent to the NFB of New Mexico president.

Ms. Chavez said she sent a letter about the Part B issue to the governor's office around June or so, and the governor’s office sent her a letter saying they would look into it. Ms. Chavez said the SILC chair sent a letter to the governor’s office, and then the governor’s office never responded to Ms. Chavez. Ms. Chavez said the SRC sending a letter now to the governor’s office gives Ms. Chavez a timely opportunity to follow up with the governor’s office to ask for a response and to indicate that the issue has not been resolved. 

A voice vote was taken on Mr. Blair’s motion and the motion was unanimously passed.

c. Update on Business Enterprise Program Manual, Jim Salas 

Mr. Salas said the Commission completed a rules and regulations manual and a policies and procedures manual with help from Terry Smith, a former state agency director in Tennessee who is very knowledgeable about Randolph Sheppard issues. Mr. Salas said the next step is to submit the manuals to the Rehabilitation Services Administration for review, but the Commission decided to first format the manuals based on the New Mexico rulemaking requirements to make the process more seamless. Mr. Salas said Ms. Savage is working with Diana Martinez on the formatting.

12. New Business

a.	Update on Per Diem Changes, Kevin Romero

Mr. Trapp said the state periodically makes changes to the per diem and mileage rules, and the state is now saying that if a public official is attending a meeting and the Commission paid for their hotel, then the person is not eligible to receive per diem for the meeting. Ms. Savage said the meeting attendees need to inform her before each meeting whether they will be requesting per diem or a hotel stay, then she gives the information to Mr. Trapp for approval. She said no changes can be made after the fact. Ms. Savage said the meeting attendees no longer need to save meal receipts because there is now a daily meal allotment of $70. Mr. Trapp said a person must travel at least 50 miles to qualify for out-of-town travel and an overnight stay.

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

Mr. Salas said the Commission had a debriefing meeting yesterday facilitated by Transition Coordinator Denise Otero to talk about what happened with the program this year, what went well, and what can be changed to make things go more smoothly. 

Ms. Mitchell said the Commission had 32 participants in the STEP program across the state, 29 of whom participated in work-based learning. She said STEP started June 4 and ended August 10. She said the STEP program provides three different services: the Albuquerque commuter program, the residential program at the Orientation Center, and the community-based program where student stay in their home community to work and receive skills-based training. Ms. Mitchell said a few of the students who have home community placements started early because they got out of school and were ready to work. She said there were two college students and their work extended into this week. 

Ms. Mitchell said the STEP program had many different interesting placements, and one of the most interesting was for a student in the Santa Fe area studying accounting and computer science. She said this student arrange their own summer experience with the Northern New Mexico School Employees Federal Credit Union, who paid them to work an additional 16 hours a week beyond the 24 hours a week provided by STEP, so the student was working 40 hours a week. She said other placements included partners such as Explora, the Old Town Farm slash Bike and Coffee, the Raton Public Schools summer meal program, the Chavez County summer programs for young students, New Mexico State University, and a child care program in Alamogordo. 

Ms. Burma said the Commission had eight participants in the Albuquerque commuter program. She said in addition to attending skills classes, the students went to the Explora museum, the Roundhouse, and Skidmore's Holiday Bowl. 

Mr. Trapp said the goal is for the Commission to have a STEP program next year at the Orientation Center in Alamogordo.

Chairperson Hayes congratulated the Commission for how the STEP program has grown and for the excellent work being done through this program. 

c.	Report on Ability to Provide the Full Range of Vocational Rehabilitation Services to all Eligible Individuals, Greg Trapp, Jim Salas, and Kevin Romero

Mr. Trapp said each year the Commission has to determine whether or not an Order Of Selection is needed. He said the Vocational Rehabilitation program is not allowed to reduce or limit the services provided to an individual. He said the only available tool for controlling costs is to implement an Order Of Selection, which is a waiting list for services. Mr. Trapp said implementing an Order Of Selection is very difficult.

Mr. Trapp said the Commission has had a standby Order Of Selection in the past, and that he said he has heard there are two or three blind agencies that are close to implementing an Order Of Selection because of the increasing costs of providing Vocational Rehabilitation, increasing salaries, and the fact that the Vocational Rehabilitation program has been level funded for three out of the last four years.

Mr. Trapp said to determine whether an Order Of Selection is needed, the Commission needs to determine whether it has sufficient money and staff resources to serve all eligible individuals. He said things look good in terms of the budget. He said the Commission has drawn down additional federal VR dollars the last few years through transfers, the Commission is looking at carrying over $1.4 million, and the Commission had a $200,000 increase in state funds this last year. He said the Commission is receiving over $600,000 in program income. Mr. Trapp said he also hopes the Commission will get the budget increase to make up for the lost in Part B. 

Mr. Salas said the Commission is in good shape in terms of staff and is serving all eligible consumers who apply for services. He said the Commission served 366 consumers during the last state fiscal year, which is approximately 40 consumers higher than the previous year. Ms. Mitchell said even though the Commission is down a counselor in Santa Fe, the referrals from that area are increasing, and referrals are increasing statewide. Mr. Salas said the Commission is in a good position to serve everybody who applies for services. 

Mr. Trapp said the Commission does not see a need to implement an Order Of Selection. He said the Commission is able to serve all eligible individuals residing in the state. 

d.	Report on Pre-Employment Transition Services, Update and Forecast, Greg Trapp, Jim Salas, and Kevin Romero

Mr. Trapp said 15% of the Commission’s Vocational Rehabilitation grant is reserved for providing Pre-Employment Transition Services to students age 14 to 21. He said there are five required Pre-ETS and nine authorized Pre-ETS services, along with coordination services. He said the Commission must provide the required Pre-Employment Transition Services. He said to be able to provide the authorized services, the Commission must provide all of the required services.

He said if the Commission can forecast that the agency has sufficient funds and staff to provide all the required services, then the Commission can go ahead and provide the authorized services. He said the required services include peer mentoring, advocacy, and counseling. 

Mr. Trapp said four years ago, the Commission and DVR did not spend the required statewide 15% of VR funds on Pre-ETS services, and the Commission and DVR had to complete a Corrective Action Plan. He said the Commission has been exceeding the 15% reserve requirement for the last two years and is exceeding the requirement this year. He said the Commission’s funding looks good for the Vocational Rehabilitation program, and he asked Mr. Salas and Ms. Mitchell to comment on staffing.

Mr. Salas said the Commission has 70 consumers age 14 through 21, with 7 consumers in application or eligibility status and 63 consumers in service status. He said the number of students served by the Commission has consistently been in the 50s for the past several years, and the total number of consumers age 14 to 21 served by the Commission has been in the low 70s.

Ms. Mitchell said one of the SRC goals was for the Commission to increase the number of Pre-ETS consumers being served. She said the Commission has a long-term partner called the Regional Educational Cooperative, and the individual the Commission added to that team has completed training and will be going into parts of the state where the Commission does not have as many contacts. She said this outreach will help ensure that students don’t fall through the cracks and that the number of Pre-ETS students served by the Commission will be increased.

Chairperson Hayes asked if the Commission tracks the number of Pre-ETS students that have multiple disabilities, and Ms. Mitchell said no. She said the great majority of Commission consumers in all age groups have more than one identified disability. 

Mr. Trapp said the Commission is forecasting that the agency has adequate finances and staffing to provide all of the required Pre-ETS services for the next Federal fiscal year. He said the Commission monitors this issue throughout the year, and if the situation changes, then the Commission would cease providing the authorized Pre-ETS services.

e.	Approval of Disability Employment Month Awards, Kelly Burma, Daphne Mitchell, and Jamie Sibson,

Ms. Burma said as part of the October celebration of Disability Employment Awareness Month, both the SRC for DVR and the Commission give awards to outstanding employers. She said that will be done on October 15 at the Berna Facio Professional Development Center. 

Ms. Mitchell said last year the decision was made to put the awards into three categories: nonprofit, government, and private for-profit business. Ms. Chavez confirmed from the DVR SRC meeting that the categories will be the same this year. Ms. Mitchell said last year the awards were given to the Explora Science Center and Children's Museum in Albuquerque, the DNA Peoples Legal Services in Farmington, Big Brothers Big Sisters of Roswell, the Paw In Hand Veterinary Clinic in Alamogordo, Cottonwood Pet Resort in Alamogordo, and Albuquerque Public Schools. 

Ms. Seanez made a motion to give awards to the following employers in the non-profit category: Espanola Pathways Shelter in Espanola, and Disability Rights New Mexico in Albuquerque. Mr. Maestas seconded the motion. A vote was taken, and the motion passed unanimously. Ms. Chavez recused herself from the vote.

Ms. Chavez made a motion to give awards to the following employers in the government category: US Fish and Wildlife in Albuquerque, and Shiprock Chapter House in Shiprock. Coby Livingstone seconded the motion. A vote was taken, and the motion passed unanimously.

Chairperson Hayes made a motion to give awards to the following employers in the for-profit category: Oldtown Farm / Bike & Coffee in Albuquerque, and San Juan Regional Medical Center in Farmington. Mr. Babb seconded the motion. A vote was taken, and the motion passed unanimously.

Mr. Trapp said the Commission appreciates all the businesses, organizations, and governmental entities that work with the Commission. He said they have all been fantastic partners. 

f.	Discussion of Consumer Success Stories, Greg Trapp and Daphne Mitchell

Mr. Trapp said consumer success stories have really come to the forefront. He said Assistant Secretary Diana Díaz came from Arizona, where she was very involved with individuals with autism and charter schools, and she is a person who really appreciates the effectiveness of a personal story. He said the Council of State Administrators of Vocational Rehabilitation and the National Council of State Agencies for the Blind are partnering with RSA to collect as many success stories as possible to host on their webpages. He said it resonates with people when they see the difference VR agencies make in an individual's life. 

Ms. Mitchell said RSA wants to collect stories about how Vocational Rehabilitation impacts blind people. She said Business Outreach Coordinator April Baca and the counselors are working on collecting stories. Ms. Mitchell said the Commission is in the process of obtaining equipment so that Ms. Baca can produce high-quality videos of the individuals who have agreed to participate. She said these videos will promote the Commission’s programs. Ms. Mitchell said the Commission made sure the individuals were from around the state and have a variety of career experiences. 

Chairperson Hayes suggested including some of the stories in the annual report, and Mr. Trapp said that was a great idea and suggested also including links to the videos. 

g. Update on Interim State Plan, Greg Trapp and Jim Salas

Mr. Trapp said the Commission has to periodically both update and submit the state plan, and this is the time for the interim state plan update. He said the Commission will need to conduct public meetings to gather input on the plan. 

Ms. Burma said the VRTAC-QM Community of Practice met yesterday. She said Jim Doyle presented for RSA and said RSA is looking specifically for the attachments related to State Rehabilitation Council input, and evaluations of goals and priorities. She said RSA needs to clarify what an agency should do if the agency has declined to receive Supported Employment funds. Ms. Burma said RSA guidance will be in line with the administration's priorities related to Diversity, Equity and Inclusion. 

Mr. Trapp said the Trump administration has stated that disability issues do not fall under Diversity, Equity and Inclusion. He said the Vocational Rehabilitation agencies received an email from RSA with guidance from the Attorney General saying that VR agencies have to consider the potential discriminatory impact of Diversity, Equity and Inclusion activities. He said the Rehabilitation Act requires affirmative action for the employment of persons with disabilities. Mr. Trapp said the interim state plan will be on the agenda for the next SRC meeting, and it is one of the most important parts of what this Council does in terms of adopting goals and priorities. 

13. Council Open Discussion

Ms. Burma gave an update on the Navajo speech synthesizer project, thanking Ms. Seanez for her assistance. Ms. Burma said the Commission is meeting with Microsoft and is making progress. She said Ms. Seanez is getting language professionals together in the Navajo Nation to develop a text normalization database, and the Commission gave Microsoft resources where they can get recordings of the Navajo language and English translations. 

Ms. Seanez said the Navajo nation is working on creating the 20 hours of spoken Navajo with translations that Microsoft needs. She said this is a complex project, but she is excited to be involved. She said yesterday was National Code Talker Day, honoring the Code Talkers who used the Navajo language to create a code for communication during World War Two that was never broken. She said the Navajo nation is trying to preserve the language, and creating a Navajo speech synthesizer helps facilitate that goal. 

Ms. Chavez said she would like to send everyone a survey from Disability Rights New Mexico to give input about the upcoming DRNM priorities. She said the survey can be accessed through Survey Monkey, but DRNM wants to make sure the survey is accessible before distributing the link.

Ms. Seanez said DVR is amending their Manual of Operating Procedures, and today is the last day for input. She said DVR indicated the major changes are within the self-employment policies. 

14. Comments from the Audience

There were no comments from the audience.

15. Date and Location of Next Meeting

The next SRC meeting will be held on Friday, October 17, 2025 at 10:00 AM at the Commission for the Blind in Albuquerque.

16. Adjourn

Ms. Hayes adjourned the meeting at 3:37 PM.

Approved and Electronically Signed this 17th Day of October, 2025.

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