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Mr. Chairman and Members of the House Appropriations Subcommittee:
This testimony is submitted on behalf of the Council of State Administrators of Vocational Rehabilitation (CSAVR). The CSAVR is composed of the chief administrators of the State Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) Agencies serving individuals with physical and/or mental disabilities in the United States, the District of Columbia and the Territories. These agencies constitute the state partners in the State-Federal Program of Rehabilitation Services provided under Title 1 the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, as amended. State VR agencies provide individualized services and supports to eligible individuals with significant disabilities that are required for them to go to work. These services may include, but are not limited to, counseling and guidance, job training, higher education, physical and mental restoration services, and assistive technology. Nearly 1 million individuals with disabilities are served annually. In FY 2005, these agencies placed 206,695 individuals with disabilities into competitive employment.

The CSAVR, founded in 1940 to furnish input into the State-Federal Rehabilitation Program, provides a forum for state administrators to study, deliberate, and act upon matters affecting the rehabilitation and employment of individuals with disabilities. The Council serves as a resource for the formulation and expression of the collective points of view of state rehabilitation agencies on all issues affecting the provision of quality employment and rehabilitation services to persons with significant disabilities.

CSAVR’s Recommendation for the FY 2007 Appropriation

 For the Public Vocational Rehabilitation Program

For FY 2007, CSAVR recommends an increase in the Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) appropriation of $258 million above the President’s budget request for FY 2007. The President’s budget proposes a 4.3 % increase in funding for the Public VR program, which is the mandated CPI increase, called for in law. However, the President’s budget request also eliminates funding for several smaller programs, Supported Employment (SE), Projects with Industry (PWI), and Migrant and Seasonal Farm Workers (MSFW), with a total loss of funding of 51.7 million. With the majority of State VR Agencies operating under an Order of Selection, a system of prioritization whereby individuals with the most significant disabilities are served first, it is unlikely that the State VR Agencies would be able to continue to provide services, under Title 1 of the Rehabilitation Act, to all of the individuals previously served under the programs that lost their funding.
In addition to the proposed elimination of the SE, PWI, MSFW, and Recreation programs, which CSAVR does not support, HR 27, the House bill to reauthorize the Workforce Investment Act (WIA), and S 1021, the Senate bill to reauthorize the WIA, expands the requirements for VR to provide transition services to students with disabilities.  Based on the significant internal and external challenges facing the Public VR Program, (i.e., staffing shortages, state budget shortfalls, increased numbers of consumers seeking services, and increased service costs and expectations, the CSAVR believes that an increased appropriation of 258 million above the President’s budget request for VR, for FY 2007, is an appropriate recommendation.
The CSAVR is requesting a $206 million increase specifically for the purposes of implementing the new transition requirements in the Rehabilitation Act. The most recent data on transition students, published in 2003 in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 25 Annual Report to Congress, indicates that there were 2,791,886 students between the ages of 12-17 and 283,265 between the ages of 18-21. A small sample survey of State VR Agencies revealed that the average annual cost to serve a transition student is $2062.00. The CSAVR will have the capacity to serve 100,000 new transition students in FY 2007, with a funding increase of $206 million. 

In addition, CSAVR is requesting that you restore the $51.7 million to the MSFW, the SE and the PWI programs, whose budgets were eliminated in the President’s budget request for FY 2007. 

These three programs are vital to VR consumers and desperately needed to assure that vital support services, necessary for successful employment of certain populations, are maintained. 
The Public Vocational Rehabilitation Program

The Public VR Program is one of the most cost-effective programs ever created by Congress. It enables hundreds of thousands of individuals with disabilities to go to work each year and become tax-paying citizens. In FY 2005, the VR Program assisted 984,315 individuals with disabilities who wanted to work, by providing them with the job skills, training and support services they needed to become employed. Of those served, 206,695 entered into competitive employment.  Funding for the VR Program requires a state match of 21.3 percent, and creates a state-federal partnership that has worked effectively for more than 86 years, and has assisted approximately 16 million individuals with disabilities to engage in employment and become tax-paying citizens.

The Rehabilitation Act mandates that the annual Federal appropriation for the VR Program grow at a rate at least equal to the change in the Consumer Price Index (CPI) over the previous fiscal year. While the mandate was intended to create a floor for the VR appropriation, Congress has not appropriated funds above the mandated CPI increase since 1999. This is particularly problematic because the formula used to distribute these funds, which is based on a State’s per capita income and population, results in significant variations in the increases in individual State’s allotments. When the increase is limited to the CPI increase and the formula is applied, not all states receive increases that are equal to the annual rate of inflation. In FY 2006, 30 states did not receive the required CPI increase in their State allotment. 
Challenges Facing the Public VR Program

Over the last several years, the Public VR Program has faced a number of external challenges that have been compounded by the minimal increases in Federal funding. 

Special Education:
Between 1990 and 2004, the federal appropriation for special education increased by approximately 333 percent. During the same time period, the federal appropriation for the Public VR Program increased by only 22 percent. As a result of these very significant increases in special education funding, an ever-increasing number of special education students are exiting the education system and seeking adult services, including Vocational Rehabilitation, in order to participate in post secondary education, job training, and/or to go to work. 

Impact of the Workforce Investment Act of 1998 (WIA):

The Public VR Program is a mandatory partner in the WIA and, as such, is required to contribute significant resources to support the infrastructure and other costs associated with the operation of the One-Stop Centers. While VR’s involvement in State Workforce Investment Systems is critically important, WIA has placed yet another financial burden on an already strained program, further reducing the percentage of VR funds that are available to provide services and supports to eligible individuals with disabilities. In addition, the House bill to reauthorize the WIA, HR 27, proposes to take significant resources from the Public VR Program far beyond the resources contributed to the One-Stop Centers under current law. The Senate bill, S 1021, also requires additional resources from VR to fund the infrastructure costs and other common costs associated with the operation of One-Stop Centers.
· A 2002 Longitudinal Study of the Public VR Program provided evidenced based research that the VR Program is effective in putting people with disabilities to work in good jobs with opportunities for advancement. 
· A FY 2006 Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART) Review, conducted by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) to rate program performance, rated the VR Program favorably, and in general, successful in meeting its program goal.

· A report by the Social Security Administration, released annually, provides detailed information on the funds disbursed to State VR Agencies, based on their successfully serving beneficiaries on Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) and Supplemental Security Income (SSI). In FY 2004 SSA projected a 470.3 million savings to the Trust Fund by the VR Program, and established that every $1.00 that SSA spends on VR results in a $6.00 savings.
In this era of significant federal and state budget deficits, and an increase in the unemployment rate for individuals with disabilities, we urge you to consider an increase in funding for the Public VR Program, through which you can be assured to have positive outcomes, based on the three factors mentioned above. 

Our nation’s ability to be competitive in a global economy depends on the quality of our workforce. According to information provided by the Department of Labor, Employment & Training Administration, during the FY 2006 Budget Briefing, the American workforce will be vastly different than it is today, as the 21st century unfolds. The fastest growing jobs of the future will need to be filled by “knowledge workers,” who have specialized skills and training. Ninety percent of the fastest growing jobs in the United States (US) require some level of post-secondary education and training. Yet, the U.S. Census Bureau reports that in the US, just 28 percent of those 25 and older in 2004 had a bachelor’s degree. Integrating all available workers into the workforce, including workers with significant disabilities, will be required for employers to meet the demands of the 21st century economy. Significant numbers of large and small employers have acknowledged that hiring individuals with disabilities makes good business sense. It provides them with dependable workers and access to a market of individuals with spending power, which has historically been untapped. These same employers also have long-standing, positive relationships with VR, to whom they look to provide them with qualified workers with disabilities. Integrating all available workers into the workforce, including workers with disabilities, will require significant resources.
Recently, the CSAVR developed a National VR/Business Network for the purposes of increasing significantly, the number and quality of employment opportunities for VR’s consumer. This National Network, spearheaded by CSAVR’s Director of Business Relations, has already expanded the number of employment opportunities available to VR’s consumers in a significant number of states, and is continuing to grow. VR’s positive relationships with employers, who rely heavily on the Public VR Program to meet their hiring needs, further emphasizes and documents the need for additional resources for VR.
The Public VR Program, 86 years of history, 16 million individuals served, and a demonstrated return on investment. With additional resources, the Public VR Program can do more of what it does best – provide the resources for individuals with disabilities to go to work and live the American Dream.
The CSAVR thanks the Chairman and Members of the House Appropriations Subcommittee for the opportunity to submit written testimony on behalf of the Public VR Program.
