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Scaling the Mountain at the General Assembly

In October 2003, at the age of 19, I sustained a traumatic brain injury (TBI) that would change life as I knew it. At the time doctors did not expect me to live and said I would NOT have any quality of life if I did survive. This is where my journey begins, my life after TBI.

In the weeks, months, and years to follow I literally had to re-learn how to walk, talk, read, write, eat and swallow again. Learning your ABC’s at the age of 20 is a little diff erent. Besides God being my main strength, I am very determined and work earnestly every day.

Life at the General Assembly

As the saying goes, “it’s a small world after all.” My mother Connie went to college at MTSU with future Tennessee state senator, Bill Ketron. I first met Senator Ketron at my graduation from the Tennessee Vocational Rehabilitation Center’s TBI Program in Smyrna in 2006. I was very impressed that he took time to show support for students with disabilities who were graduating.

It was a huge day for me because this was also a stepping-stone back to college – which everyone had said was impossible. I enrolled at MTSU, and during the next two years I would see Senator Ketron at different events. He approached me once at an MTSU football game and asked, “How would you like to do an internship for me at the State Senate?” I was so touched that he offered me this amazing opportunity. We worked out the details, and I started my internship this past January.

There have been so many advantages to this internship. First of all, observing Senator Ketron in his daily schedule with phone calls and meetings has been the most impressive thing for me. He always conducts himself as a gentleman and is very well respected in his position. He seems to always make time for his interns, and that is so appreciated. It has really opened my eyes to what all is involved at Legislative Plaza (LP).

A few of my job responsibilities include: organizing the different bills that come in, attending various state and local legislative meetings, answering the phone, interacting with other offices, and helping those who show up for appointments. I also get to meet different lobbyists and learn the roles they play. As interns we have unique opportunities to explore such as touring a maximum security prison. Another great advantage is meeting young people my age from across the state. Many of us go to dinner or hang out at the end of our day.

There have been many historical moments since I started that have been really cool to witness, ranging from the presidential inauguration to the Speaker of the House change. I never realized everything that goes on here. It’s a lot of politics and that is what I am learning. Most surprising, I feel like a rookie Senator myself. I didn’t realize I would be able to participate in government issues at this level. 

I don’t know where all this will take me next, but it seems that doors always open. After college, my future political goals are to one day serve my community as a lobbyist while working in our family business, Kimbro Oil Company. I feel really blessed to have had this internship experience and will always be thankful.

From where I was in 2003 to now is truly a miracle. “I am a survivor, not a victim.” I walk, talk, do some motivational

speaking, drive and live independently. I do not take any of this for granted and live everyday to the fullest. I guess you could say that there is a rainbow after every storm. 

By: Brett Martin
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Getting Involved

Just as Brett seeks to make a greater impact on the community because of his experiences as an intern, we encourage readers to also make an effort to reach out to their legislators in the coming weeks and speak out on a variety of issues, many touched on in this newsletter.
To learn more about how to impact public policy visit www.tndisability.org/action. To find out who your legislators are, visit www.capitol.tn.gov  or call our office for assistance at 615-383-9442.
Letters and Email

Letter writing or email is a very effective form of communication, especially when personalized with a story about your experiences.

· The Salutation – Begin with a respectful greeting like “Dear Representative Smith”

· Identify Yourself – State your name and the community you live in so that the legislator knows you are a constituent – critical.

· Be Specific – State your reason for writing and your position in a clear, concise manner. If it involves legislation, provide the bill number to avoid confusion.

· Make it Personal – Share your personal concerns and experiences as well as how you feel the bill might affect others.

· Request a Response from the legislator and provide your contact information.

· Closing - Ask the legislator to support or oppose the bill. Thank the legislator for his/her time.
Phone Calls

Be prepared to speak to either the legislator or a staff member such as a policy analyst, intern, or assistant who will convey your concerns. They really do pass those messages along!
· Identify Yourself – By name and address so you are recognized as a constituent with an issue of concern.

· Be Prepared – Understand the basics of legislation you are calling about including its purpose and bill number.

· Keep it Brief – Stick to the basics and don’t worry about being an expert.

· Making the Ask – Ask the legislator to support or oppose the legislation at issue.

· Leave a Message – If you are transferred to voice mail, include your name, the reason for your call, a telephone number, and a request for a response.

· Encourage others to call - There is strength in numbers. Your legislator tracks the volume of calls that come into the office about many issues.
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Short-Term “Solutions” for Long-Term Problems

The Governor unveiled his proposed budget on March 23rd. The proposed budget reflects that state revenues have dropped by $1.1 billion. However, the federal government is going to send $4.5 billion to Tennessee through the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA). This would seem like a good problem to have, but

nothing about budgeting is ever simple.

There are two kinds of funds in state government – recurring money that can be counted on to come in year after year (tax revenues) and nonrecurring, one-time money such as that from the ARRA. The base budgets for each Department are traditionally covered by recurring funds because the expenses are also recurring.

The proposed budget includes significant reductions in base budgets across state government due to a lack of recurring dollars. Some of the proposed reductions are to be off set by federal ARRA stimulus money, but this will still leave the state short in later years when those federal dollars go away.

In regard to the disability community, the proposed budget for next year and beyond is disturbing because those with the greatest need are being asked to absorb the biggest cuts.

Programs Serving People with Disabilities

DMHDD – Cut $23 million or 13% with $18 million put back with one-time federal funds. Once those one-time federal funds are gone the state looks to eliminate the following after next year:

• 46 Peer Centers statewide

• Planned respite services for families of children with severe emotional disturbance

DMRS – Cut $38 million or 53% with $29 million put back with one time federal funds. Once those one-time federal funds are gone the state expects to eliminate the following after next year:

• Family Support Program

• Wrap-Around Services

• Services to Non-Medicaid eligible people with MR/Intellectual Disabilities

• Some services provided in DMRS waivers

Meanwhile, the state proposes to spend $2.5 million planning new DMRS regional offices in Middle and West Tennessee. That’s not $2.5 million to build new regional offices, but to plan buildings.

TennCare – Cut $257 million dollars or 10% with $156 million put back with one-time federal funds. The cuts include:
• $12 million reduction for MR waiver services in Fiscal Year 2010-11

• Raising the eligibility criteria after 2010 for aging and disability long-term care from deficits in one area of activity of daily living to deficits in 4 areas.

A Few Brighter Spots – For Now

There are a number of places where federal ARA money will be used to expand services, at least in the short term.

Vocational Rehabilitation

• $12 million for employment and training services

• $227,500 to promote independent living

• $615,000 for services to promote independent living for seniors with visual impairments

Special Education

• $115 million for IDEA - Part B funding

• $3.6 million for IDEA - Part B preschool funding

• $4 million for IDEA - Part C early intervention funding

The Governor has made his intentions clear through the proposed budget; and now it is the General Assembly’s turn to carefully examine the state’s budget and the needs of its people, including those with disabilities.

This is a time for the disability community to reach out to legislators and explain their concerns; not just about cuts next year, but also proposals to end the Family Support Program, Wrap-Around Services, and perhaps more further down the road. After all, the budget shouldn’t be balanced on the backs of Tennesseans with disabilities who look to the state for critical services and supports.
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Family Support Program Goes on Life Support

In 1992, the Tennessee legislature established the Family Support Program to help individuals with severe disabilities and their families stay together in their homes and communities. The program provides support to thousands of families each year by helping cover the cost of services such as respite care, personal assistance, specialized equipment and more. It was one of the Coalition’s earliest and most important legislative victories.
The program is cross-disability in nature and available to families regardless of disability or diagnosis. This is especially important for families touched by a developmental disability other than mental retardation (intellectual disability) as the state has failed to Fulfill its Promise to develop supports.
There are several unique features that make it cost-effective and earn it high praise.
• Flexibility – Services are flexible and responsive to families and their needs. Families decide what services are the best fit for their unique situation so dollars are maximized.

• Direct, Efficient Assistance – Eighty five percent (85%) of the Family Support budget must be used to directly benefit families while only fifteen percent (15%) can be used for other administrative and support costs. So the money really does go to those who need it most.

• Program Oversight – An essential element is family and consumer involvement through Family Support Councils that meet regularly to oversee and advise about local

services.
Unfortunately, the program took a $1 million cut – 14% of its budget – during this fiscal year. However, many families who were promised assistance lost out. The Governor’s proposed budget returns some of those funds for the 2009-2010 Fiscal Year. However, it will still cut about

$300,000 from a program that hasn’t seen a budget increase in 5 years. Worse yet, the Coalition has learned that the program will most likely come to an end by 2011.
What You Can Do

Talk to your legislators about the state budget and ask them to protect Family Support by opposing further budget cuts!

Re-Opening Doors to a World of Possibilities

Open Doors Home Health Care Act

Senate Bill 851 / House Bill 1114

Sponsored by Senator Diane Black and Representative David Shepard
Background

In 2008, TennCare enacted new rules that generally forbid home health aides and private duty nurses from leaving an individual’s home or apartment while providing services to that person. These new rules prevented home health care providers from accompanying their clients to church, classes, work, community activities, or even a doctor’s appointment.

As a result, many individuals who were previously active in the community suddenly found themselves essentially confined to the four walls of their home or apartment if they could not go out alone due to a health condition or did not have other supports. It effectively isolated people from the world around them.
The Legislation

This simple 1-page bill will turn back the clock by removing the 2008 TennCare restrictions on home health care and re-opening doors to the community. The legislation specifically states that home health care services can accompany individuals into the community for routine activities of daily living such as:
• Outpatient medical appointments

• School and other educational functions

• Employment and volunteer opportunities

• Church and other religious services
The legislation does not require home health care providers to provide transportation, nor does it require new services.  It only requires that people be allowed to leave their homes and to do so with supports so that they can enjoy the world of opportunities available in the community.
Spirit of Long-Term Care Reform – This legislation is firmly in line with the intent of last year’s Long-Term Care Community Choices Act which sought to provide services in the home and community so that Tennesseans would not become dependent upon more expensive institutional care.
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Holding the Line on Public Policy

Last year the state passed a historic long-term care bill so that individuals could avoid nursing homes and other institutions. That legislation provided for the development of flexible, cost-effective home- and community-based services that would permit more people to stay in their homes.
However, two bills have been proposed that will make it easier to increase the number of people with mental retardation (an intellectual disability) who are institutionalized. We are asking legislators to oppose these bills.
ICF/MR Expansion #1 (Senate Bill 416 and House Bill 1674) – Permits the state to increase the number of individuals with mental retardation who are institutionalized by expanding access to a limited number of new institutional beds. The legislation is sponsored by Senator Bo Watson and Representative Dennis Ferguson.
ICF/MR Expansion #2 (Senate Bill 1696 and House Bill 928) – Extends the deadline for increasing the maximum number of new beds for ICF/MR facilities. If the bill above passes, then the state will have more time to institutionalize individuals with mental retardation. The legislation is sponsored by Senator Steve Southerland and Representative David Hawk.
Other Legislation of Concern

Capping Tort Liability of Certain Mental Retardation Facilities (Senate Bill 420 and House Bill1693) – Limits the legal liability of certain facilities that contract with the Division of Mental Retardation Services or the TennCare Bureau. As a result people with mental retardation

would have fewer legal protections than others. The legislation is sponsored by Senator Dewayne Bunch and Representative Eric Watson.
Nursing Homes and Tort Liability (Senate Bill 2160 and House Bill 2243) – Limits the liability of nursing homes for abuse and neglect that may lead to injuries and death and fails to require improvements in nursing home care or additional staffing levels to improve care. The legislation is sponsored by Senator Jim Tracy and Representative Jon Lundberg.
Voting and Photo Identification – There are several bills that require voters to provide photo identification.  If passed, these bills could severely limit access to the polling place for many seniors and people with disabilities who do not have a driver’s license or other government photo ID.
A Note about Opposing Legislation

Despite a leadership upheaval in the General Assembly, the voting margins in the House and Senate are still razor thin which means cultivating relationships with all legislators is critical. Sometimes legislators can be our best friends, championing legislation of great personal

importance and other times, well, they have a different opinion.
It’s important to remember that despite the occasional differences of opinion, an effective advocate will cultivate a variety of legislative relationships and deal respectfully with legislators even when opinions differ.  
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About the Coalition Quarterly

Opinions expressed are not necessarily those of the Coalition and its Members. The Coalition Quarterly is published by the Tennessee Disability Coalition and may be reprinted with permission. To learn more about the Coalition, visit www.tndisability.org or call (615) 383-9442.

Executive Director, Carol Westlake

Editor, Todd Hash
Corrections

In the last issue we failed to include the Knoxville-based educational advocacy organization PARENTS as a member of the Coalition. In addition, former Coalition staff member Wanda Baker was incorrectly identified as Wanda Black on page 12. Our apologies to both.
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