	For just a few more dollars…unlimited horizons for deserving Americans
BY: Sallie Rhodes, Council of State Administrators of Vocational Rehabilitation (CSAVR)

	The public Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) program, which is authorized by Congress, assists approximately 1.5 million individuals with significant disabilities annually by providing services and supports to overcome barriers to employment.  Last year, VR helped 217,800 individuals go to work, earn good wages, and pay taxes that in a very short time will far exceed the VR dollars spent on their behalf.    
  
Despite a recent multi-year, longitudinal study that demonstrated this record of success, forty (40) State VR agencies are forced to limit the number of eligible persons with disabilities simply because VR’s funding is inadequate to meet the needs of the individuals seeking assistance.  Over the last decade, VR has faced a number of new challenges, compounding the problem of minimal increases in Federal funding:  
· Welfare-to-Work programs for recipients of Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) are increasingly turning to VR for employment and training services because of the high percentage of people with disabilities who remain on the welfare rolls.   

· The work incentives provisions and the Ticket-to-Work Program enacted in  1999 are intended to encourage millions of Americans who receive Social Security disability benefits to seek assistance in entering or re-entering the workforce.  To date, ninety percent of the tickets assigned have been to State VR agencies.   

· Implementation of the Supreme Court’s Olmstead decision has increased the demand for VR services.  

· Implementation of the Workforce Investment Act of 1998 has diverted some of VR’s funding away from serving individuals with disabilities.   

· Between 1993 and 2003, the federal appropriation for special education increased by approximately 390 percent, while the federal appropriation for VR increased by only 30 percent.  As a result of the increases in special education funding, an ever-increasing number of students with disabilities are exiting special education and seeking adult services, including vocational rehabilitation, in order to participate in post secondary education and/or go to work.   

· Even more youth with disabilities  are eligible to seek VR assistance upon exiting the educational system.  The Social Security Administration reports that only fifty (50) percent of youth receiving Supplemental Security Income (SSI) are enrolled in special education. 

Today, VR is facing yet another important challenge with no new resources.  Thousands of men and women serving in Iraq are returning home with combat-related disabilities.  These veterans join millions of other Americans with disabilities who continue to face barriers to employment.  According to former Senator Bob Dole, a disabled veteran who understands the value of the public VR program, “We must continue to support our veterans, both those who are fighting in Iraq and in other conflicts around the world, and those who are returning home with combat-related disabilities that will alter their lives forever.  Many of these returning veterans will need the specialized services and supports that are available through the Public VR program if they are to continue working in civilian life in the same way that they faithfully served in our armed forces.”
The level and types of services and supports that VR provides to assist individuals with disabilities who want to work far exceed those provided by the traditional employment and training programs.  Individuals with disabilities that go to work as a result of VR assistance become tax-paying citizens.  Many are able to move completely off of public assistance, no longer needing to rely on Social Security disability benefits, welfare, Section 8 housing, food stamps, Medicaid, and/or Medicare to be able to live independently and function in the community.  The White House budget office has rated VR as one of the government’s most effective programs in meetings its goals. With this kind of return on investment, it is hard for many in the rehabilitation field to understand why it is so difficult to get Congress to appropriate an increase in VR funding that exceeds the Consumer Price Index increase mandated in law.
In looking at VR in a historical context, Charlie Harles, Executive Director of I-NABIR, notes: "There has been a lively discussion of why the employment rate of persons with disabilities has not improved over the past decade. One only needs to look at the lack of adequate funding for training and employment services for persons with disabilities. At best the Public VR program has received only inflationary increases and important employment programs like Projects with Industries and supported employment have received no increases since the mid 1990's.  These trends must be reversed if persons with disabilities are to be fully included in the American work force."

	




 

