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Nine Receive Honors for ‘Championing’ Disability Employment 
Richmond, Virginia – On October 2, 2009, the Virginia Department of Rehabilitative Services (DRS), in partnership with Dominion, will host its Fourth Annual Disability Employment Champions Awards Luncheon to honor nine new recipients for outstanding practices in hiring, accommodating, and supporting workers with disabilities.  The event, which will take place at the Sheraton Richmond West Hotel in Richmond, Virginia, officially kicks-off a series of activities and events planned statewide in celebration of October Disability Employment Awareness Month.

“We hope that by annually honoring these ‘champion’ employers, we increase awareness of the positive contributions that employees with disabilities bring to the bottom line of business and emphasize the value in recruiting from this skilled and talented labor source,” said DRS Commissioner Jim Rothrock.  According to recent reports from the U.S. Department of Labor, the rate of unemployment among people with disabilities reached 16.9 percent in August, compared to 9.3 percent for persons without a disability (not seasonally adjusted).  This is the highest rate of unemployment since the government began tracking monthly disability employment data.

The Disability Employment Champions Awards recognizes individuals and organizations from public, private, and non-profit sectors who have ‘championed’ the employment and advancement of people with disabilities and have gone above and beyond the requirements of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) to support workers with disabilities.  Since its inception in 2006, Champion awardees have included The John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, Hyatt Hotel, Kroger, Goodwill Industries, the Virginia Department of Health, as well as Governor Tim Kaine, who received the first Champions Award for his support of Virginia’s Medicaid Buy-In Program.

Recipients of the 2009 Disability Employment Champions Award include the following:

· Defense Commissary Agency (Central Region Business Award) – renewed initiative to actively recruit and hire at least 190 people with targeted disabilities in the next two to three years.
· Safeway (Northern Virginia Regional Business Award) – over 40 DRS clients hired within the last year; committed to integrated employment; supportive supervision to workers with disabilities.

· Top Guard Security (Hampton Roads Business Award) – actively presents and participates in the local Workforce Networks and DRS Job Clubs; all hiring and recruitment practices involve DRS staff.

· ARAMARK (Blue Ridge Regional Business Award) – over 70 DRS clients hired in full-time jobs over the last five years; site used for situational assessments and on-the-job training.
· Walmart (Southwest Regional Business Awards) – over 50 DRS clients hired over the last five years, active partnership with DRS in recruitment and accommodation of workers with disabilities.

· Department of General Services (State Agency Award) – for three years, worked with disability programs across the state to promote their services; recently awarded a large contract to a program in the Valley, which will create jobs for Virginians with significant disabilities.
· Department of Medical Assistance Services (Community Champion Award) – development of the Medicaid Buy In program, which increases opportunities and choices for Social Security disability beneficiaries to obtain employment and other support services from public and private providers, employers, and other organizations.

· Tony Stinnett (Self-Employment Enterprise Award) – with DRS assistance, started own company, Highland Antique Wood

· Kent Keyser (Client Champion Award) – former DRS client who overcame barriers to employment and sustained his position as Chief of Staff to Congressman Nick Rahall of West Virginia.
This year’s event will also feature a live musical performance by Tommie Branch, a former DRS client who, through vocational guidance and financial assistance, is working towards building a career in the music industry as a Blue Grass singer.  For more information on the Champions Awards, please contact Aileen Colorado, Communications/Public Information Officer, at 804-662-7532 or email aileen.colorado@drs.virginia.gov.
About DRS:  The Virginia Department of Rehabilitative Services (DRS) is the state agency that provides and advocates for the highest quality of services to help persons with disabilities maximize their employment, independence and full inclusion into society. Through its 4 regional and 36 field offices, DRS provides a comprehensive array of services such as vocational counseling, career exploration, training, assistive technology, and other specialty programs that meet individual needs, interests and abilities. For more information about DRS, call 1-800-552-5019 (v), 1-800-464-9950 (TTY) or visit www.vadrs.org.
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