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CSAVR Capitol Hill Insider e-brief is a monthly series covering Capitol Hill updates, White House & Administration activities, state and national advocacy, DC beltway intel, litigation, and news of particular interest to member state vocational rehabilitation agencies. For more Information (FMI), contact tferguson@csavr.org.

 HIGHLIGHTS:
 
1. Capitol Hill Updates & Legislative Action – Government Shutdown, WIOA, TCEIA, Supporting Disabled Entrepreneurs Act, & SSI Restoration Act
1. White House & Administration Activities– Equity convening, Department of Education, Department of Commerce, & Department of Treasury
1. State  Watch & National Advocacy – Kansas Law and Georgia Bill 
1. Beltway Intel –NAMRC, CSAVR & NCSAB Partnership,  ACL & FEMA
                          

[bookmark: Capitol] CAPITOL HILL UDPATES & LEGISLATIVE ACTION

Government Shutdown 
 
Congress is once again facing another possible government shutdown if they do not pass another continuing resolution (CR) before March 1st. The current CR set new spending deadlines for Congress with funding for some agencies — including the Agriculture Department, Transportation Department, and Energy Department — expiring on March 1st and funding for the remaining agencies expiring on March 8th. The House will today set a vote to agree on a long-term spending agreement that will avert a partial government shutdown this weekend. To give the House and Senate Appropriations Committees adequate time to execute on this deal in principle, including drafting, preparing report language, and to allow members 72 hours to review, a short-term continuing resolution to fund agencies through March 8 and another CR through March 22 will be necessary, 
The bottom line for VR is this: the Department of Education, has not made a public announcement about and based on other possible shutdowns SVRAs and other Department grantees will receive information relevant to shutdown simultaneously if a shutdown was to happen. 
FMI: See latest information on shut down here

Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act

CSAVR is happy to share that both the House and Senate will take up a “bipartisan workforce package” late Spring in a reauthorization of the Workforce Innovation Opportunity Act (WIOA). The House Committee on Education and the Workforce released their bill A Stronger Workforce for America Act which has moved out of committee and is waiting to go to the House floor for a vote. 

The bipartisan House bill is aimed to reauthorize WIOA, only Titles I-III. There is complete agreement among House and Senate Committee leadership that Title IV (the Rehabilitation Act) will not be opened in this reauthorization to protect Competitive Integrated Employment (CIE). The Senate at this time does not have bill language but CSAVR but we are meeting with Senate Staff regularly and will share general recommendations on Title 1 – III and recommendations on House bill as Title IV will not be touched.

FMI: See A Stronger Workforce for America Act bill

Transformation to Competitive Integrated Employment Act

Today, CSAVR attended the U.S. Senate Special Committee on Aging hearing on Competitive Integrated Employment: All means All: Empowering People with Disabilities to Thrive in Careers and the Workplace. We applaud Senator Casey for reintroducing the Transformation to Competitive Integrated Employment Act (TCIEA) and supporting the bill. The Transformation to Competitive Integrated Employment Act (TCIEA) will implement the goals laid out in WIOA by providing grants to states or subminimum wage employers to help them transition to Competitive Integrated Employment (CIE). It would phase out the use of subminimum wage practices for all employers over five years and prohibit the U.S. Secretary of Labor from issuing new certificates that permit employers to pay subminimum wages to workers with disabilities.

FMI: See All means All: Empowering People with Disabilities to Thrive in Careers and the Workplace hearing here

Supporting Disabled Entrepreneurs Act 

CSAVR applauds and supports Senators Jeanne Shaheen (D-NH) and Mike Braun (R-IN) for introducing the Supporting Disabled Entrepreneurs Act which will increase awareness about disabled entrepreneurship by directing the Small Business Administration (SBA) to designate a Coordinator for Disabled Small Business Concerns and to collect data, on a voluntary basis, on the disability status of small business owners participating in programs at the agency. CSAVR is working side-by-side in a bipartisan way with Senator Shaheen’s office and Senator’s Braun’s office and will be doing some targeted outreach to the following states – Iowa, Idaho, South Carolina, Indiana, and North Carolina.

FMI: Learn more about Supporting Disabled Entrepreneurs Act here

SSI Restoration Act 

CSAVR is excited to share Reps. Raúl M. Grijalva (D-AZ), Jan Schakowsky (D-IL), and Elissa Slotkin (D-MI) reintroduced the SSI Restoration Act. There are over 68 million individuals who receive benefits from Social Security, SSI, or both, including nearly 14 million people with disabilities. The bill would improve SSI by streamlining the claiming process, increasing asset limits, setting the minimum benefit at 100 percent of the Federal Poverty Level, and eliminating punitive reduction in benefits. The SSI Restoration Act would strengthen SSI by supporting independent living of individuals with disabilities and allowing individuals with disabilities to engage in independent work without fear of losing benefits.

FMI: Learn more about the SSI Restoration Act
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2024 White House Convening on Equity 
The President convened several national civil rights organizations, community organizers, advocates, and policy leaders to discuss and hear from Department officials on actions they have taken to increase equity. Department officials included Miguel Cardona, Secretary of Education, Marcia Fudge, Secretary of Housing & Urban Development, Isabel Guzma, Administrator of the Small Business Administration, Neera Tanden, Director of the United States Domestic Policy Council and many more. 
FMI:  Watch the recording of the Equity convening

Department of Education – Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services
On February 21, Dante Allen was sworn in as the Commissioner of the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA). Commissioner Allen has set his three priorities through which RSA programs will approach their work. First, they will build partnerships with other federal agencies and stakeholders to promote earlier and deeper engagement to promote the best outcomes for individuals with disabilities. Second, they will elevate community expectations for competitive integrated employment by showcasing success stories. Finally, they will encourage the integration of assistive technology and artificial intelligence tools to support competitive integrated employment.
FMI: See Commissioner Allen’s priorities and statement
Department of Commerce 
The U.S. Census Bureau heard disability advocates with over 12, 000 comments to the proposed changes to changes to the American Community survey. The process works when disability advocates come together with one voice. The agency announced the Bureau announced that they will not be making the proposed changes to the American Community Survey. The proposed changes would have threatened to undercount people with disabilities. Disability population numbers are tied to many federal programs individuals rely on, and with this change, these programs could lose critical funding.  The Census Bureau said the questions will stay the same until 2025 and they will engage with stakeholders on future assessment needs for the disability questions.   
FMI: See comments from advocates within our coalition of Consortium for Constituents with Disabilities (CCD)
Department of Treasury 
The Internal Revenue Service (IRS) has increased the amount people with disabilities can save in ABLE (Achieving a Better Life Experience) accounts from $17,000 to 18,000 annually. ABLE accounts allow individuals with disabilities to save money without losing government benefits. ABLE accounts are currently offered through programs in 47 states, with many programs open to individuals nationwide if they meet certain eligibility criteria, including having a disability that onset before age 26. However, on the horizon, under federal law passed two years, the age limit for eligibility will rise to 46 starting in 2026. This expansion of eligibility criteria will open doors for more individuals to access the benefits of ABLE accounts, providing greater financial independence and security for those with disabilities and their families.
FMI:  See more on ABLE accounts
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Kansas Law on Subminimum Wage
The Kansas Governor signed a comprehensive employment bill for people with disabilities into law. The new law will establish a Sheltered Workshop Transition Grant Program to incentivize current employees who pay subminimum wages to transition into a competitive integrated employer. It also creates a Disability Employment Act tax credit only for employers who pay minimum wage or more. In addition, it eliminates the minimum work-hour requirement for Kansans with disabilities to qualify for health insurance coverage. This monumental law will help transition current 14 (c ) holders out of the workshop model and promote more integrated work for individuals with disabilities.
FMI:  See more on Kansas Law and Bill
Georgia Bill to end Subminimum Wage
Georgia’s House bill 1125, will eliminate subminimum wage which has passed a House committee vote. The federal minimum wage is $7.25; and the subminimum wage is an unspecified number less than that. Peachtree Corners Republican Rep. Scott Hilton, says the matter is personal. “As the father of a child with a disability, I want him, my son, 14-year-old Chase, when he grows up, to work at a happy, healthy and productive job earning a wage of what he ought to be paid,” Hilton said. As currently written, Georgia Code 34-4-4 does allow the state commissioner of labor the ability to grant exemptions for “certain categories of organizations and businesses” to pay “certain classes of persons” wages below the minimum rate “because of overriding considerations of public policy to allow employment of certain persons with disabilities and others who cannot otherwise compete effectively in the labor market.” The text of HB 1125 would eliminate that code section and replace it with language indicating that “no employer shall utilize a certificate issued by the United States Department of Labor … to pay individuals with disabilities who are employed by such employer less than the minimum wage required to be paid by employers to employees under federal law.”

FMI:  See more on Georgia’s Bill HB 1125
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National Association of Multicultural Rehabilitation Concerns  

The National Association of Multicultural Rehabilitation Concerns (NAMRC) is one of eleven Divisions of the National Rehabilitation Association (NRA). As CSAVR does its work in the Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and Accessibility space we will be doing some collaboration with NAMRC on policy concerns within the next few months. NAMRC will be hosting its 30th Annual Conference on July 25 – 27, 2024 in Raleigh, NC. The conference them is A Seat at the Table: Disability, Intersectionality, and Social Justice. 

FMI:  See www.namrc.org website for more information on the conference and enewsletter

CSAVR and NCSAB Partnership

CSAVR and NCSAB will be joining forces on public policy and legislative front in 2024 and we have already started to work together by submitting a letter to the Chairs and Ranking Members of the Labor, Health, and Human Services (LHHS) Appropriations subcommittees to support a funding increase for the Older Individuals who are Blind (OIB) program for 2024 appropriations bill.

FMI:  See letter attached to email.

Administration on Community Living  

The Administration on Community Living is pleased to announce the release of the 2024 – 2028 Long Range Plan (LRP) for the National Institute on Disability, Independent Living, and Rehabilitation Research (NIDILRR). The As mandated by Congress, NIDILRR’s LRP provides a five-year agenda for advancing the vital work being done in applied research and development to improve the inclusion of people with disabilities into all aspects of society.  
Shaped by extensive stakeholder input, the new LRP continues to emphasize scientific rigor and the need for research that is highly relevant to the lives of people with disabilities. In addition, it provides data to show progress made on goals included in the last LRP, demonstrating NIDILRR’s commitment to the field. The plan also contains several new areas of emphasis, including:

1. Expanded commitment to broader inclusion of people with disabilities across the research enterprise;
1. New opportunities for international research and development activities;
1. An increased focus on the enabling or disabling characteristics of the communities in which we live; and 
1. Call to the field to pursue work that has an intersectional focus.
FMI:  See more on the 2024–2028 Long-Range Plan (LRP) for the National Institute on Disability, Independent Living, and Rehabilitation Research (NIDILRR)

Input Needed: Federal Emergency Management Agency

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) published an interim final rule (IFR)
that seeks to simplify processes, remove barriers to entry, and increase eligibility for certain types of assistance under their Individual Assistance program. These changes will help make it easier for people to receive the assistance they need after a disaster, which is especially important for people with disabilities and older adults, who are disproportionately affected during and after disasters due to accessibility needs. Among other things, the interim rule:

1. Increases eligibility for home repair assistance.
0. This includes allowing survivors with disabilities to use FEMA funding to make certain accessibility improvements to homes damaged by a declared disaster. This change helps survivors with disabilities improve their living conditions by making their homes even more accessible than they were pre-disaster.
1. Makes improvements to program registration requirements.
1. Simplifies the documentation requirements for continued temporary housing assistance.
1. Simplifies the appeals process.
1. Establishes additional eligible assistance for serious needs, displacement, disaster-damaged computing devices, and essential tools for self-employed individuals.

The IFR goes into effect on March 22. Comments will be accepted until July 22, 2024 and then FEMA will consider whether to make changes to the rule on the basis of comments received.
FMI: See published an interim final rule (IFR) and comments can be submitted online 
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