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Obama’s Stimulus Package Aids People with Disabilities 

Since taking office, President Barack Obama has implemented an aggressive stimulus package which includes massive changes to effectively empower individuals with disabilities in order to expand and equalize their opportunities. 

As part of his stimulus package, $540 million has been directed to state Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) programs. These additional funds will allow states to better serve people with disabilities in the areas of obtaining higher education, training, and employment. These resources, totaling $10 million for Virginia’s VR system, will allow DRS to expand collaboration within private and non-profit sectors to achieve strong partnerships and success through recruiting, hiring, training and retaining qualified employees. 

 “We must build a world free of unnecessary barriers, stereotypes, and discrimination... policies must be developed, attitudes must be shaped, and buildings and organizations must be designed to ensure that everyone has a chance to get the education they need and live independently as full citizens in their communities.” 

-- Barack Obama, April 11, 2008

President Obama believes the federal government should be the ultimate role model for other employers through hiring and accommodating employees with disabilities. He credits employers such as Walgreens, CVS and Marriott for paving the way by breaking down attitudinal barriers and promoting disability-friendly practices in the workplace. Our own Commonwealth has witnessed similar leadership through our own “champion” employers including the Hyatt Hotels, Kroger, and Booz Allen Hamilton. Learn more about Virginia’s own “champion” employers by visiting our Champions website. 

The primary focus of the stimulus is creating jobs; and at its essence, our VR program is a WORK program. DRS understands the importance of preparing our clients with job ready skills. We work to match abilities to job opportunities and actively support businesses with services and resources to meet the challenging demands of a shrinking workforce. 

As the stimulus package moves forward and new funds and programs become available, we encourage you to contact your local DRS office and to learn more about partnering with DRS.  ~Jim

To learn more about the President’s Disability Agenda, click here.
April is National Autism Awareness Month 

Autism is one of a group of disorders known as autism spectrum disorders (ASDs). ASDs include autistic disorder, pervasive developmental disorder– not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS, including atypical autism), and Asperger syndrome. These conditions share the same core symptoms, but they differ in terms of when the symptoms start, how severe they are, and the exact nature of the symptoms. 

· To learn more about Autism Awareness visit the Autism Society website. 
· To read about President Obama’s agenda on Autism, click here.
Ready Virginia

A Statewide Tornado Drill will be held on March 17, 2009. The website, Ready Virginia, provides businesses with tools and resources to prepare for and respond to emergency situations or disasters. To ensure the safety of all its employees, it is important for businesses to include individuals with disabilities in their emergency-preparedness plans. Prevention and preparedness will not only avoid further injury but may also save lives. Page 3 of this newsletter offers tips and sugges​tions for implementing emergency plans and procedures that are inclusive of workers with disabilities.

Other useful links:

· How to conduct a tornado drill 
· Virginia Business Emergency Survival Toolkit
Take Credit for Hiring and Accommodating Persons with Disabilities in the Workplace

Employing and supporting people with disabilities in the workplace pays off… in more ways than one! Employers can take advantage of the following tax benefits to offset the costs of accommodations for employees with disabilities and to make places of business accessible for employees and/or customers with disabilities. Details of each of the tax benefits can be found on our website at http://www.vdrs.org/BSFinancialIncentive.htm.

· Work Opportunity Tax Credit (WOTC): provides a tax credit for employers who hire certain targeted low-income groups, including vocational rehabilitation referrals, former AFDC recipients, veterans, ex-felons, food stamp recipients, summer youth employees, and SSI recipients.

· Disabled Access Credit/Small Business Credit (IRS Code, Section 44): Small businesses may take an annual tax credit for making their businesses accessible to persons with disabilities.

· Architectural/Transportation Tax Deduction (IRS Code, Section 190, Barrier Removal): Businesses may take an annual deduction for expenses incurred to remove physical, structural, and transportation barriers for persons with disabilities at the workplace.

Emergency Evacuation Procedures for Persons with Disabilities

To ensure the safety of all employees, it is important for businesses to include and consider individuals with disabilities when planning for emergencies or disaster. The following is a checklist that provides important tips for assisting persons with disabilities in case of an emergency evacuation.
· Have all employees been consulted and asked to contribute to evacuation and emergency plans?

· Has a “buddy system” been established where volunteer co-workers can alert and assist people with disabilities in an emergency? 
· Are employees aware of ways to report safety hazards? 
· Are employees encouraged to make a list of medications, allergies, special equipment, names, addresses, and telephone numbers of doctors, family members, friends, and any other important information? 
· Are alternate methods of evacuation practiced and evaluated through announced and surprise drills?

· Are local fire, police, and rescue departments periodically consulted about issues such as whether people with disabilities should remain in their workplaces, assemble in an area of refuge to await the arrival of rescue workers, or immediately evacuate?
· Are maintenance activities conducted regularly and evaluated for efficiency and safety?

· Have all exits been made as accessible as possible to provide multiple barrier-free passages?

· Are manual pull stations mounted at a height that is within the range of 48 to 54 inches?

· Is the building in compliance with all federal, state, and local codes?

· Are lighted fire strobes and other visual or vibrating alerting devices used to supplement audible alarms? *Note: Lighted strobes should not exceed five flashes per second due to risk of triggering seizures in some individuals.
· Have areas of rescue, locations that are relatively safe from immediate danger, been established?
· Have signs been properly constructed and placed?

· Are storage areas provided in several accessible areas for emergency supplies, which should include packs or backpacks that attach to walkers, wheelchairs, or scooters?

· Have emergency procedures been distributed in Braille, large print, text file, and cassette tape formats?

· Are employees trained on what evacuation techniques to use, particularly how to carry or assist individuals who use mobility aids, basic sign language to effectively communicate with individuals who are deaf, and the instructions for those individuals who use assistance animals? 

For more information, go to http://www.jan.wvu.edu/media/emergency.html 
RESOURCES on DISABILITY & EMPLOYMENT 

RESEARCH: Employer Perspectives on the Employment of People with Disabilities

The U.S. Office of Disability Employment Policy has released the results of a new study on the workforce participation of people with disabilities. Phone interviews were conducted with senior executives from over 3500 companies. These companies were of all sizes and were drawn from 12 different industry sectors. 
Based on this sample, the findings are likely representative of 2,469,000 companies. 

The scope of this survey and the nature of the information collected is another very welcome “snapshot” of how employers report their perspectives on the employment of people with disabilities and the issues/barriers that inhibit greater workforce participation and success.

Some of the key findings:

· 471,562 companies (19.1 percent) report employing people with disabilities.
· 326,721 companies (13.6 percent) report that they actively recruit people with disabilities. Large companies ranked inability to find qualified people with disabilities as their number one challenge. Public administration organizations tend to actively recruit and hire people with disabilities more than their private sector counterparts.
· When asked about the type of information that would persuade them to recruit people with a disability, companies that do not actively recruit cited information about performance, productivity, and how hiring people with disabilities can benefit a company’s bottom line as the most persuasive information, while information about cost is the least persuasive. 
· 215,344 companies (8.7 percent) report having hired people with disabilities in the past 12 months. 
· For companies that currently employ people with disabilities, the cost of accommodation and lack of advancement potential are the top two challenges to advancing employees with disabilities, regardless of company size, far surpassing attitudes of customers, co-workers or supervisors. 
· For companies that currently employ people with disabilities, visible commitment from top management is an important strategy in retaining people with disabilities. Small and mid-sized companies are more likely to cite employer tax credits as a retention strategy than are large companies. Large companies most often cite mentoring as the top strategy for retention.

To view the survey, go to: http://www.dol.gov/odep/documents/survey_report_jan_09.doc 
Featured Client: HENRY

Henry was referred to AgrAbility by Chris Bradshaw, District Conservationist Agent in Brunswick County. Henry is 78 years old and farms 300 acres on four different tracts, raising cattle. In his thirties, Henry lost his right hand in a corn picker, and now wears a prosthesis. He also has well-established arthritis in his hips and knees and, in the course of working with AgrAbility, Henry had hip replacement surgery. In navigating his property from tract to tract to tend his cattle, Henry has had to dismount from his truck to open five different gates. This repetitive activity was increasingly stressful, painful and time consuming. 
In partnership with the Department of Rehabilitative Services (which included Counselor Dolores Heisler, Rehab Engineer Tom Rybak, and Occupational Therapist John Allen), and financial assistance through a National Easter Seals Grant from Sodexo Inc. (leading provider of integrated food and facilities management services in the U.S., Canada, and Mexico), AgrAbility was able to arrange for Henry to install five drive-thru electric gates. These gates (see picture) don’t look like much, but are a series of dangling electrodes that discourage cattle, but allow a truck to drive through without obstruction or the use of a remote. These gates have greatly improved Henry’s quality of life and his ability to work efficiently and safely. 
AgrAbility Virginia is funded in part by the Cooperative State, Research, Education, and Extension Service (CSREES), U. S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), under special project number 2006-41590-03436 and administered by Virginia Tech and Easter Seals Virginia. Virginia Cooperative Extension and Easter Seals Virginia programs and employment are open to all, regardless of race, color, religion, sex, age, veteran status, national origin, disability, or political affiliation. Equal opportunity/affirmative action employers.
Featured Video: Transition Strategies 

The New England ADA Center recently released four video interviews conducted with college students with disabilities who reveal their struggles with self-reporting their disability and negotiating accommodations in school and at work. The students share their strategies to successfully stay in school, graduate and get jobs. To watch these inspiring stories, please visit their website and learn more about transition services. 
Fox 5 Investigates: Disability Discrimination 

Getting a job is hard enough in these rough economic times but it's even tougher for people with disabilities. In Northern Virginia, two out of three people with disabilities are out of work, despite their efforts to find employment. Fox 5's Tisha Thompson investigates what's keeping them from earning a paycheck. To watch the entire video, click here.
