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MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIR
California Independent Living Centers (ILCs) are all about connections. From connecting individuals with disabilities to training and resources on living independently to connecting families to information and services, ILCs embrace a “no-wrong-door” philosophy. A person or family entering an ILC will be connected to the assistance they need and individuals skilled at determining the right programs and services for the best outcomes. And ILCs are the perfect place for people with “like” interests to rally in support of issues that advance the independent living movement.
The California State Independent Living Council (SILC) also serves as a connector for the ILCs, policymakers and the public.  Through education, shared information and networking at meetings and events and more, the SILC creates policy and system change for independent living. 
The articles in this edition of Sharing Information Loud and Clear demonstrate how the SILC and ILCs employ connectivity to benefit Californians with disabilities and their families:

· It’s a “Family Affair” at Independent Living Centers for People with Disabilities and Their Families 

· Traveling Poses a Unique Set of Challenges for People with Blindness
· Independent Living Centers Provide Proven Alternatives for Individuals with Mental Health Disabilities to Live Well and Independently
· Making Connections and Progress at the SILC’s Quarterly Meeting

· Don’t Miss This Year’s Youth Leadership Forum Luncheon
We welcome your feedback about the May edition of Sharing Information Loud and Clear. And be sure to send us your ideas for future articles! 
Sincerely,
Eli Gelardin 

Chair, SILC                                                  

IT’S A “FAMILY AFFAIR” AT INDEPENDENT LIVING CENTERS FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES AND THEIR FAMILIES

Managing the daily challenges of life can be stressful and overwhelming. And for approximately 4.8 million people living with disabilities in California, many of those challenges impact the entire family as well. For example, if a family cannot find accessible, affordable housing, they may end up living in a shelter or on the streets. Helping families with a plan to achieve residential stability is just one of the services provided by Independent Living Centers (ILCs) in California.

“Accessible and affordable housing and transportation top the list of barriers facing individuals with disabilities in our state as does having sufficient income and resources to live independently,” noted California State Independent Living Council Executive Director Liz Pazdral. “ILCs help individuals and families navigate the maze of available benefits and assist them with applications and processes.” 

Finding housing for people with disabilities and their families happens almost daily at Independent Living Resources of Solano and Contra Costa Counties (ILRSCC), and the circumstances are different for each family.

“We recently assisted a young lady who was shot in her home in Richmond and became paralyzed,” said ILRSCC’s Independent Living Specialist Michael Hopfe of ILRSCC. “We worked with her and her family to find accessible housing.”

ILC staff members are trained to assist families in signing up for food stamps, low-income utility assistance, disability benefits and other programs. For example, providing assistance with in-home supportive services (IHSS) and assistive technology is an essential service provided by ILCs. From an initial in-home assessment through applying for benefits and hiring a personal assistant (PA), ILC staff accompany families through the entire IHSS process. Some ILCs also offer the latest in assistive technology, including computers individuals can use to research housing and employment and work on resumes. In addition, ILCs can assist families with developing educational plans, employment training and peer support to help people with disabilities learn how to use public transportation.

“Having a disability can be traumatic for a lot of people and can create a sense of isolation for everyone,” said Hopfe, who is paralyzed from the neck down and knows firsthand. “If you have a place where you can come and go and talk with another person with a disability or families facing similar challenges, you don’t feel so alone. We try to draw people out, get them into the ILC and things begin to blossom. Above all, just being here for individuals and their families and showing we care is the biggest service we offer.”

TRAVELING POSES A UNIQUE SET OF CHALLENGES FOR PEOPLE WITH BLINDNESS 

SILC Council Members Highlight Transportation Obstacles for Individuals Living with Blindness

Getting from “here to there” can be challenging and require patience from most everyone. But for people with blindness or visual impairment, overcoming mobility challenges often takes more than just patience – it takes planning, flexibility and, at times, courage – particularly given the public’s lack of awareness and compliance with safety and anti-discrimination laws. Despite regulations, such as California’s law mandating drivers to yield the right-of-way to people with white canes and the federal Air Carrier Access Act addressing discriminatory restrictions against individuals with disabilities, barriers to safe and accessible transportation still exist. 

“Although Independent Living Centers in California provide a variety of services and resources to make mobility less challenging for people with blindness such as orientation and mobility training,” noted California State Independent Living Council (SILC) Executive Director Liz Pazdral, “the average person has no real sense of what it takes for a person living with blindness to get from one place to another.” 

For SILC Council Member Jacqueline Jackson, who lost her vision at age 11, the biggest barrier is not being able to go where she wants to go when she wants to go.

“I’m always subject to someone else’s timetable, whether I’m using public transit or getting a ride from someone,” said Jackson. “Things have gotten much better with trains and planes because employees have received more training and are more accommodating. With taxies, however, there’s a large trust factor since we can’t see the meter and have to rely on the driver’s honesty.”

Ardis Bazyn, SILC Council Member and owner of Bazyn Communications agreed, “Transportation is the biggest hassle when you lose your vision. You can’t just hop in your car and go. You’re much more dependent and have to rely on others’ schedules. And finding the right location to catch public transportation can be challenging, especially if there’s no one nearby to ask for directions.”

According to Bazyn, buses present a very real set of difficulties. For example, crossing intersections without audio signals to get to a bus stop can be dangerous. Also, if the volume of audio announcements on buses is turned down, people who rely on their auditory senses can miss their bus stops. And some buses don’t stop at regularly scheduled locations if people aren’t standing when the bus approaches. 

“I can’t see the bus coming, so this can be problematic for me,” said Jackson. “If others are at the bus stop, I ask them to let me know when my bus is arriving. And when getting off the bus, I have to depend on others to tell me which way to go if I’m unfamiliar with my destination.”

Paratransit service represents an alternative transportation option; however, it’s not available everywhere, is more expensive than buses and can take longer because it’s a shared ride. 
Challenges extend beyond public transportation for people with blindness. Both Bazyn and Jackson use white canes when walking, particularly when they’re alone. Bazyn began using a white cane immediately after losing her vision at age 20; however, Jackson held off for 30 years because of the associated stigma. While a white cane creates awareness for drivers and pedestrians, many people don’t obey the law or follow common courtesies and fail to yield the right-of-way to a person with a white cane. And since people with blindness can’t see their surroundings, when they hear automobiles honking nearby, they can’t decipher what it means, which can be startling and dangerous. 

Jackson, who never leaves home without her white cane, told of friends whose white canes were broken – one by a driver making a right turn on red who ran over the cane and the other by a person who stepped on the cane while running through an airport. When this happens to someone, there’s no immediate way to get a replacement cane. 

For the most part, Bazyn and Jackson find people are very willing to help. For Jackson, it’s wonderful when she encounters a “jewel of a person” who makes getting around easier, but there are times when people can be too eager to help. 

“Some people are overzealous and try to take my cane or grab my arm rather than asking how they may assist me,” said Bazyn. “We need to be assertive, not aggressive, and explain how we want to be assisted because many people don’t know what to do.”

Jackson concluded, “I’m very excited about all the new technology that will increase my independence, such as smart phone apps that tell me the color of my clothes or where I’m at when riding a bus. But I’m most excited about cars that will drive themselves. I’ll mortgage my house to buy one, step out of my car, put out my white cane and keep on going!” 

INDEPENDENT LIVING CENTERS PROVIDE PROVEN ALTERNATIVES FOR INDIVIDUALS WITH MENTAL HEALTH DISABILITIES TO LIVE WELL AND INDEPENDENTLY
Too often, individuals with mental health disabilities who are in crisis end up in mental health facilities, living on the streets or incarcerated in jails or prisons. In contrast, California’s Independent Living Centers (ILCs) provide an alternative to hospitalization and incarceration through community-based programs and support services that promote independence and lead to a healthy lifestyle. One such ILC is the Westside Center for Independent Living (WCIL), which focuses on the person not the mental health disability, and offers services designed to empower individuals, allowing them to take charge of their lives.
“California’s 28 ILCs support success and ongoing independence when compared to jails or hospitals that mainly address the immediate crisis,” noted California State Independent Living Council Executive Director Liz Pazdral. “Incarceration does not yield better outcomes nor is it cost-effective when compared to providing permanent housing and a support system of programs and services for people with mental health disabilities.”

As a major step to providing effective services, WCIL identified four critical gaps in mental health services in West Los Angeles. The gaps included:  the lack of prevention and early intervention for young children before entering school; the lack of quality and affordable housing; the failure to address the needs of homeless individuals, including many young Veterans; and the gap referred to as the “lost population” or people who don’t seek treatment for reasons such as the stigma associated with mental illness, cultural and language barriers or not having access to services where they live. 

To close the gaps, WCIL works closely with the Los Angeles County Department of Mental Health and collaborates with local mental health partners to provide peer-to-peer counseling and a variety of essential community-based services and programs. 

“One of the ways WCIL empowers individuals living with mental health disabilities is by training them to become peer advocates through our Mental Health Peer Support Program,” said WCIL Program Manager Keith Miller. “This eight-week course, which covers crisis intervention, setting boundaries between counselor and consumer, case management, community resources, advocacy, housing issues and more, is followed by a 10-week internship in a mental health agency in our service area, often resulting in the advocate trainees finding permanent employment.”
In addition to housing and training, WCIL conducts mental health support groups focused on wellness and healthy living, art therapy, creative writing, gardening, women’s issues, current events and other areas of interest. 

“Our outreach is crucial to tapping into underserved populations,” said Miller. “By offering these support groups, providing information about mental health services in various languages and working with community leaders and policymakers, we expand awareness of available resources and link agencies to cast a wide net of services for people living with mental health disabilities.” 

In May, WCIL participated in a town hall meeting where candidates running for Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors had an opportunity to hear from residents and explain how they intend to support and enhance mental health programs and services to address the identified service gaps in the district. A number of peer advocates from WCIL attended the forum.

When asked what can be done to ensure people with mental health needs live well and as independently as possible, Miller concluded, “Meet each person where he or she is in life and recognize that, with proper support services and treatment, people with mental health disabilities can live independently and not be segregated or forced to live on the streets or in jails.” 
MAKING CONNECTIONS AND PROGRESS AT THE SILC’S QUARTERLY MEETING
The California State Independent Living Council’s (SILC) quarterly meeting took place in Palm Desert, California on May 6 and 7. Covering a variety of issues to ensure Californians with disabilities can live independently, the agenda allotted time on both days for the public to share their experiences and concerns. 
Palm Desert Mayor Van Tanner’s opening remarks launched the meeting on an enthusiastic note. After welcoming the participants to his beautiful city, Tanner thanked the SILC for serving 4.6 million Californians. He highlighted points of interest and attractions in area and invited the SILC to return to Palm Desert.

Following the SILC committee meetings, the chairs reported on activities and accomplishments achieved since the last quarterly meeting. All of SILC’s positions on pending state legislation were approved, with the exception of Senate Bill 1109, which was changed to a “watch” position until more information is available. SB 1109 would prohibit the state from entering into contracts with organizations that pay employees with disabilities less than the minimum wage.

SILC’s Executive Director Liz Pazdral’s reported on the budget, operations, funding and upcoming events. Pazdral announced that Legislative Analyst Kathleen Derby’s last day at the SILC will be June 6 and complimented Derby on her work and wished her well. Pazdral plans to reclassify the position to attract a new pool of candidates and investigate the possibility of hiring a retired annuitant to assist with the executive director’s workload.

The balance of the first day included updates by various individuals, organizations and state agencies, including:

· The Disability Organizing Network’s (DOnetwork):  Ted Jackson, Community Organizing Director of the California Foundation for Independent Living Centers, reported on the regional summits held to organize the Access Now Campaign designed to build accessible communities and improve independence for people with disabilities where they live, work, learn, shop and play. For campaign updates, sign up for the listserv. Jackson mentioned new issues, many of which related to ramping up the disability vote in 2014.

· SILC’s State Plan for Independent Living (SPIL) Committee:  Chair Jacqueline Jackson announced a public hearing and open forum on the one-time funding addition of $96,000 available to Independent Living Centers (ILCs). 

· SILC Council Members:  Several Council Members shared outcomes of trainings and conferences they attended since the last quarterly meeting, including how the knowledge gained related to the 2014-2016 SPIL and any follow-up actions needed. Highlights touched on the need for Independent Living services on tribal land; the importance of educating State Rehabilitation Council members on SILC’s philosophy; discussions at the Respite Partnership Collaborative meeting about how mental health conditions affect individuals and other people with whom they interact; and how the California Committee on Employment of People with Disabilities is working to return people to work at various types of employment. 

· Community Access Center (CAC): Paul Van Doren, Executive Director, relayed several experiences CAC workers have had with the people they’ve served and discussed the center’s work on voter training and disaster preparedness planning. He also shared CAC’s advocacy efforts with Assembly Member Manuel Pérez and Gina Chapa, Director of Constituent Services for Congressman Raul Ruiz, both of whom attended the quarterly meeting. 

The second day of the May quarterly meeting started with updates from the following state agencies:

· Department of Rehabilitation:  Megan Juring, Deputy Director, Independent Living and Community Access Division, explained that grants are available for California’s ILCs and are awarded based on information in the ILCs’ annual reports. Juring encouraged ILCs to submit their invoices to keep funding flowing and spend their encumbrances. She also discussed traumatic brain injury funding, personnel changes and 7B SPIL projects from fiscal year 2012-13.

· Department of Social Services:  Desi Gonzales, Adult Programs Division Manager, discussed the impact of the Governor’s proposed budget on in-home supportive services (IHSS) workers. If the budget passes, IHSS workers would not be paid for overtime and would be limited to working 40 hours per week. In addition, wait time in doctors’ offices would be added to workers’ hours, reducing usable household time. Gonzales announced that the Universal Assessment Tool, modeled after IHSS’s version, has been developed and will be used for the Coordinated Care Initiative. 

· Department of Developmental Services:  Denyse Curtright, Chief, Work Services Section, gave an update on the Employment First Policy, noting that data dashboards are available online at http://www.scdd.ca.gov/employment_data_dashboard.htm. Only 12.5 percent of Californians with developmental disabilities are employed compared with 72.2 percent of individuals without disabilities. On a positive note, Curtright said help is available for high school students to improve the dismal statistics. She concluded her presentation with a discussion on SB 1109, and announced the appointment of Santi Rogers as the department’s new director.

· New Beginnings Consultant Suzanne Malson, M.S. talked about her research report, “Intergenerational Trauma/Historical Trauma and How it Impacts Independent Living Services for Tribal Populations.” Malson described three types of trauma evident in tribal situations that can result in dysfunctional learned behavior and often is passed on to future generations. 
· Arizona Statewide Independent Living Council (AZ SILC):  Executive Director Larry Wanger detailed the best practices employed by Arizona’s Independent Living Network. He described current outreach to Native American communities, several of which are modeled on California’s efforts, including the Youth Leadership Forum. While the AZ SILC is seeking funding to start a new ILC and support existing ILCs, Wagner said the state has a successful employment program in place for people with disabilities.

· Institute for Social Research California State University, Sacramento:  Director David C. Barker, Ph.D., reported on community representativeness at California’s ILCs and addressed the question of whether they are serving disabled populations equally. Barker based his remarks on the results of a 2005 survey.

· San Diego State University Interwork Institute: Jim Warne, M.S., Technical Assistance and Continuing Education Trainer, shared his inspirational personal story and spoke about efforts to improve Independent Living services for tribal members with disabilities. 

The meeting concluded with additional staff reports on attended meetings and trainings, and a member of the public thanked the SILC for having a public presence. The next quarterly meeting will take place on August 14-15 at the Ed Roberts Campus in Berkeley.

DON’T MISS THE 23RD ANNUAL YOUTH LEADERSHIP FORUM LUNCHEON
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Celebrate with this year’s student delegates at the 2014 California Youth Leadership Forum for Students with Disabilities (YLF) Luncheon on Wednesday, July 23 in Sacramento. 
The YLF provides an opportunity for 60 outstanding high school juniors and seniors with disabilities to attend a five-day intensive program focused on employment preparation and leadership development. The YLF prepares the students to be strong leaders who, in turn, give back to their communities while making lifelong memories and friends.
This year’s YLF Luncheon will be held at the Sacramento Convention Center at 1400 J Street (13th and J Streets) starting at 11:45 a.m. The event gives student delegates the opportunity to meet and talk with adults with disabilities who work in a variety of careers as well as supporters of the YLF. 
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Delegates and Guests at the 2013 Youth Leadership Forum Luncheon

Support the YLF by becoming a sponsor, attending the YLF Luncheon or volunteering for staff positions such as dorm leader, personal care attendant liaison, audio describer, logistics assistant, peer counselors and other roles. 
The YLF is made possible, in part, by the state Departments of Employment Development, Rehabilitation and Education, the California Foundation for Independent Living Centers, the State Independent Living Council, the California Workforce Investment Board, the State Council on Developmental Disabilities and the California Youth Leadership Forum Alumni Alliance.

The California State Independent Living Council (SILC) is an independent state agency which, in cooperation with the California State Department of Rehabilitation, prepares and monitors the State Plan for Independent Living.

The SILC Mission: To Create Policy and System Change for Independent Living
