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A Message from the Chair

On behalf of the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel (the Panel), I am privileged to issue the Seventh Annual Interim Report to the President, Congress and the Commissioner of the Social Security Administration (SSA). This report covers calendar year 2006, during which the Panel continued implementation of its 2006-2007 Strategic Plan with the desired goal of providing insight, advice, and recommendations to the President, Congress, and the Commissioner of SSA that will lead to increased employment and greater economic self-sufficiency for people with disabilities.

The Strategic Plan directs the Panel’s attention and activities on three key goal areas: 1) elevate and incorporate the beneficiary perspective; 2) improve implementation of the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999 (the Act); and 3) develop a national employment investment strategy to transform approaches to assets, income, health care, and supports for people with disabilities.  Three subcommittees aligned with and continued their work on the three goals: Beneficiary Voice, Continuous Improvement, and Transformation.  Each quarterly meeting of the Panel offered the opportunity for presentations from diverse stakeholders including expanded beneficiary input to share their perspectives and advice on immediate need for improvements to current programs under the Act, as well as approaches to more comprehensive, systematic changes to policy and system design.  

I want to express my appreciation for the dedication and commitment of Panel members to advance employment opportunities for America’s citizens with disabilities. As Chair of the Panel, I am very pleased by the progress we have made this past year in involving and hearing testimony of beneficiaries at each Panel meeting. We have listened carefully to stories told by individuals and family members of their struggles to not only become aware of the Ticket to Work Program but to also understand how the program functions and utilize it to facilitate work. We have a more profound sense of the meaning of diversity of disability defined not just by age, race or gender, but also by culture and type of disability. Beneficiaries have affirmed to the Panel that most people with disabilities want to work but are challenged by system fragmentation, fear of loss of health care benefits, and policies that limit economic advancement. The Panel also heard from beneficiaries who had the opportunity to pursue employment as a result of successful use of work incentives planning and assistance. We are utilizing the perspectives of beneficiaries as a critical part of the development of our final recommendations.

In February 2007, the Panel will host a first-of-its-kind Beneficiary Summit, “Voices for Change: Beneficiaries Paving the Way to Work,” in Atlanta, Georgia. The Panel and a beneficiary planning committee reviewed over 300 applications and selected individuals from all fifty states, Washington D.C., and the territories, who receive or recently received a Social Security Disability Insurance and/or Supplemental Security Income benefit, to participate in the Summit. The selected delegates represent a commitment to include diverse disability experiences.  They will have the opportunity to share their expertise and develop recommendations on how to make Social Security programs work better. In addition, they will discuss structure and strategies to ensure that beneficiaries continue to have their voice heard by SSA and other policymakers. 

The Panel continues to urge immediate publication of the final rule amendments to the Ticket to Work Program.  Further delays will have a detrimental impact on beneficiaries and many Employment Networks. It will also adversely affect the new proposed marketing plan and continue to reduce the effectiveness of the Ticket to Work Program. 
The Panel began development of recommendations for a national employment investment strategy to transform approaches to assets, income, health care, and supports for people with disabilities.  The policy recommendations, to be presented in 2007, will recognize the diversity of beneficiaries, as well as acknowledge the inherent individual and societal value in investing in a system of supports that advance self-sufficiency for people with disabilities. 

This interim report is dedicated to the voice of beneficiaries who must be heard, listened to, and included in the design and development of the final recommendations that the Panel will make in 2007.
Respectfully Submitted, 

Berthy De La Rosa-Aponte, Chairperson

Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel

Executive Summary

Calendar year 2006 marked the seventh year of implementation of Public Law 106-170, the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999 (the Act).  The Seventh Annual Interim Report of the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel (the Panel) represents the Panel’s last interim report before they issue their final report at the end of 2007.  During 2006, the Panel’s Strategic Plan served as an organizing framework for the Panel’s activities to increase employment and greater economic self-sufficiency for people with disabilities. 

Beneficiary Voice and Outreach

The Panel put increased emphasis on incorporating the beneficiary voice, providing beneficiaries with more opportunities to provide advice and an important, uniquely personal perspective on what can be done to improve Social Security disability and work incentive programs.  The Panel heard beneficiaries, through public comment and Panel presentations at its quarterly meetings and teleconferences, put a human face on the plight of beneficiaries trying to work by telling stories of their struggles with access to accurate information and the right community resources.  In 2007, the Panel will continue to elevate the beneficiary voice by hosting a two-day Beneficiary Summit, “Voices for Change: Beneficiaries Paving the Way to Work,” in Atlanta, Georgia.  Beneficiaries were and continue to be directly involved in the planning of the Summit and in the process of soliciting, selecting, and mentoring delegates.  
The Panel and staff also increased communication with policymakers, federal agency officials, and leaders in the disability community.  Expanded discussion has helped improve understanding of diverse stakeholders of the Panel’s intentions to develop a national employment investment strategy and has resulted in valuable input that the Panel is incorporating into its policy recommendations.  
Ticket to Work Regulations
The Panel played a key role in focusing attention on areas for improvement that were a significant part of proposed revisions to the Ticket to Work Program, which were published in the Federal Register on September 30, 2005.  On September 28, 2006, the one-year anniversary of the publication of the proposed amendments, the Panel sent a letter to the Commissioner of the Social Security Administration (SSA) emphasizing the importance of issuing the final regulations.  At the Panel’s last quarterly meeting in 2006, SSA reported that the final regulations will be delayed until spring 2007.  The delay results from problems identified but not addressed in the 2005 Notice of Proposed Rule Making (NPRM) with the “Ticket in Use” by beneficiaries in higher education and the suspension for a time-limited period of required continuing disability review.  Administrative Procedures Act requirements mandate a period of public comment on changes regarding the “Ticket in Use” now being developed by SSA before publication of a final rule.  On November 30, 2006, the Panel requested that the Commissioner reconsider the decision to delay release of the final ticket regulations and that SSA address the “Ticket in Use” as a separate issue.

.

Work Incentives Planning and Assistance

With the establishment of the Work Incentives Planning and Assistance (WIPA) projects in October 2006, which replace the Benefits Planning, Assistance and Outreach program, SSA will continue to assist beneficiaries in their return-to-work efforts.  The Panel expressed support for the direction of WIPA and its emphasis on improving understanding and use of work incentives and return-to-work supports.  SSA shared data with the Panel on the extremely low utilization rates by beneficiaries of specific work incentive options.  The Panel will continue to participate in discussions with SSA and its contractor on how to more effectively market these provisions to beneficiaries.  

Cash Benefits and Asset Development

During 2006, a recurring theme of presenters was that the current system of public benefits, particularly means-tested eligibility for Social Security and Medicaid, traps individuals with disabilities in poverty, depresses earnings and denies opportunity to save money.  SSA updated the Panel on a number of demonstration projects at various stages of design and implementation to test strategies to waive asset limits for continued eligibility for Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and provide a gradual reduction of benefits for Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) recipients.  

Beneficiaries have continued to provide testimony about the negative impact of overpayments.  As a result, the Panel has been particularly interested in SSA’s efforts to reduce and eliminate beneficiary overpayment issues.  SSA is responsible for timely processing of information on wages from beneficiaries to avoid making overpayments that beneficiaries may need to repay.  The Panel expressed concerns with SSA’s proposed plans to discontinue automatically issuing receipts after it has established a central computer file that will electronically record the reported information.  SSA has responded that the NPRM offers the agency “flexibility to determine the most appropriate actions to take, while still providing receipts to those beneficiaries who wish them.”  

The Panel’s Transformation subcommittee has dedicated considerable time to analysis of policy barriers and facilitators to income preservation and asset development for beneficiaries.  Information is being synthesized from presentations by experts before the Panel and a Think Tank that was held in July 2006.  Multiple presenters affirmed the inherent value of employment and asset development for people with disabilities to advance their self-sufficiency and community participation.

Health Care and Long-Term Supports

The Panel continues to monitor Medicaid Buy-In implementation as a cornerstone of the Act.  Thirty-two states have established Medicaid Buy-In programs to encourage beneficiaries to return-to-work without having to give up higher earnings or assets.  A growing number of states are at different stages of development and implementation of their comprehensive plans that recognize that Medicaid Buy-In is only one part of a larger, coordinated system of supports to encourage work and advance self-sufficiency.  The Panel is taking these state experiences into consideration in their ongoing development of recommendations for a national employment investment strategy that provides a comprehensive, integrated system of work incentives and supports to promote employment for people with significant disabilities.  

Infrastructure and Agency Collaboration

Much of the Panel’s November quarterly meeting was dedicated to understanding more about current federal agency collaboration and the challenges and opportunities of improved collaboration at a community level to enhance employment outcomes for people with disabilities.  The Panel sought feedback from federal programs that provide employment assistance for individuals with disabilities to learn about policy and program initiatives to improve collaboration at a federal level and reduce or eliminate fragmentation at a community level.  The Panel also heard from community programs that provide employment-related services to people with disabilities to learn how they assist individuals with disabilities directly, work with and/or develop relationships with community partners, collaborate with other systems change initiatives, and provide education and training on disability-related issues as they relate to employment for people with disabilities.  The Panel will continue to synthesize multiple stakeholder suggestions as they develop recommendations on how to improve access to reliable information and support beneficiaries with an improved infrastructure.

Anticipating the Coming Year

The Panel utilized the input of stakeholders and other key stakeholders as it continued implementation of its strategic plan and began development of its final recommendations to facilitate employment and enhanced economic freedom for people with significant disabilities.  In 2007, the Panel will complete these recommendations and publish their final report.
Elevating and Incorporating the Beneficiary Voice

On February 6-7, 2006, the Panel will host a Beneficiary Summit in Atlanta, Georgia for individuals who receive or recently received SSI and/or SSDI and/or health insurance from Medicare or Medicaid. A group of beneficiaries have been involved in the planning of the Summit and worked directly with Panel members and staff to actively solicit and select delegates.   With applicants from across the country, the delegates represent a rich diversity of backgrounds defined by age, race, gender, work status, type of disability, nationality, and benefits experience.  Delegates have been invited to the Summit to share their thoughts and ideas on the way Social Security disability and other programs operate and how they can be improved for individuals that want to work.  In addition, delegates will have the opportunity to propose an ongoing process for beneficiary involvement with SSA to help inform decisionmaking concerning program implementation and future policy development.  The Panel is excited about this unique opportunity to raise the beneficiary voice, listen, and learn from the group discussions and recommendations.  

Improving Implementation and Marketing of the Act
The Panel will continue to provide advice to SSA on strategies to offer a gradual benefit reduction for SSDI recipients.  Other areas of focus include learning more about the low rate of work incentives utilization, marketing, and monitoring.  Two advice reports will be developed to help inform Panel decisionmaking on benefit offset and work incentives utilization.

Developing a National Employment Investment Strategy to Enable Work
The Panel will make policy recommendations to promote work for people with significant disabilities.  The proposed national employment investment strategy will recognize the diversity of beneficiaries, as well as acknowledge the inherent individual and societal value in investing in a system of supports that advance self-sufficiency for people with disabilities.

Background

Summary of the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999

The Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act (the Act), which was enacted on December 17, 1999, is administered by the Social Security Administration (SSA) and the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). It increases beneficiaries’ choices for rehabilitation and vocational services, reduces barriers that require people with disabilities to choose between health care coverage and work, and ensures that more Americans with disabilities have opportunities to work and lessen their dependence on public benefits. Different provisions of the law became effective at various times, generally beginning one year after enactment.

Summary of Title I—Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency and Related Programs

Subtitle A—Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency and Related Programs

Subtitle A established the Ticket to Work Program, under which most beneficiaries will receive a "ticket" that they can use to obtain vocational rehabilitation, employment, or other support services from an approved provider of their choice. This voluntary program was phased in nationally over 3 years. It established a program manager, Employment Networks (ENs), and payment systems; called for a report on the adequacy of incentives and the establishment of a dispute resolution mechanism; provided for suspension of continuing disability reviews for persons using the ticket; and established the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel (the Panel) to advise the Commissioner of SSA, the President, and Congress on the Ticket to Work Program and other work incentives and employment supports.
Subtitle B—Elimination of Disincentives to Work

Subtitle B eliminated the work activity standard as a basis for reviewing an individual's disability status and provided for expedited reinstatement of benefits if the person does not continue working.
Subtitle C—Work Incentives Planning and Outreach

Subtitle C set up the Work Incentives Outreach Program, including external Benefits Planning, Assistance, and Outreach (BPAO)
 programs and the internal corps of Social Security experts on work incentives and employment. It established a grant program for a protection and advocacy (P&A) agency in each State to assist beneficiaries.
Summary of Title II—Expanded Availability of Health Care Services 

Title II expanded State options under Medicaid for workers with disabilities. It called for a General Accounting Office
 study on extending Medicare coverage for Social Security beneficiaries, and established State infrastructure grant authority and demonstration projects. It called for a demonstration of coverage under Medicaid of workers with potentially severe disabilities and allowed disabled beneficiaries to suspend Medigap coverage.
Summary of Title III—Demonstration Projects and Studies 

Title III extended the disability insurance program demonstration authority and called for specific studies and reports, including a demonstration study of a $1 reduction in benefits for every $2 earned.
Strategic Partners—Public and Private

The Act contains numerous references to other agencies at the Federal, State, and local levels and to private sector service providers, all of whom are key partners in its implementation. Other Federal and State programs and systems may not be mentioned, but they represent obvious partners for SSA in employment services and supports. Effective collaboration among a wide array of partners is critical to the success of the Ticket to Work Program. 

Under Title I—Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency and Related Programs

Critical in the implementation and operation of employment support initiatives, claims processing, and disability benefit programs is the Office of Employment Support Programs (OESP), which is under the Deputy Commissioner for Disability and Income Security Programs, and the Deputy Commissioner for Operations (who also manages the SSA's 10 Regional Offices, over 50 Area Offices, and 1,300 Field Offices). The OESP administers employment supports, including the Ticket to Work Program, and contracts for program management support to recruit rehabilitation providers as ENs.  Area Work Incentives Coordinators in the Area Offices and Work Incentives Liaisons in the Field Offices implement the Ticket to Work Program, work incentives, earnings reporting, and other employment support programs and provisions. The Panel advises SSA, the President, and Congress on the implementation of the Act and on an array of work incentives programs across a number of Federal agencies. 

P&A systems in the States are funded by SSA to help beneficiaries obtain information and advocacy support related to employment services and dispute resolution. BPAO programs are funded by SSA and provide benefits counseling to beneficiaries. State vocational rehabilitation agencies (SVRAs), funded by the Rehabilitation Services Administration in the Department of Education (ED), provide rehabilitation and a broad range of return-to-work services for SSA beneficiaries. Special education at the State level is funded through the Office of Special Education Programs in ED and serves beneficiaries between the ages of 14 and 22 in school-to-work transition programs. One-Stop Career Centers at the local level, funded through the Employment and Training Administration of the Department of Labor (DOL), are specifically mentioned in the law as potential ENs and may include SVRAs as One-Stop partners. Other parts of DOL, such as the Office of Disability Employment Policy, are involved in public policy decisions at the national level that potentially affect beneficiaries returning to work.

Under Title II—Expanded Availability of Health Care Services

The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) of HHS at the national level and State Medicaid agencies are partners in providing increased medical coverage for beneficiaries. Other Federal agencies – the Administration on Developmental Disabilities, the Maternal and Child Health Bureau, and the Center for Mental Health Services, also in HHS – fund programs to provide advocacy, residential, and employment support services to low-income SSA beneficiaries from specific beneficiary populations.

Under Title III—Demonstration Projects and Studies

Title III amends Title II to provide for a permanent extension of disability insurance program demonstration project authority.  SSA's Office of Program Development and Research, within the Office of Disability and Income Security Programs, develops and carries out experiments and demonstration projects, subject to specified guidelines. The National Institute on Disability and Rehabilitation Research and the Interagency Committee on Disability Research in ED, as well as the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation in HHS, also undertake or coordinate research on ticket participants and other persons with disabilities.

Other Partners for Titles I, II and III

Other partners include the Section 8 Housing program in the Department of Housing and Urban Development and the Transit Subsidy Program in the Department of Transportation, which provide housing and transportation benefits for SSA beneficiaries.

Annual Interim Report to the President and Congress – Year Seven
“Like Dr. King, we have a dream.  Also, I have a dream.  It is very important to work toward your dreams.  We want jobs to lead up to our goal.  Our personal goal.  Our ultimate goal to retire at the job we really like.  I spend most of my life understanding the system.  I have a degree at school of hard knocks.  You must have people with developmental disabilities to help you understand where we are coming from.  People with developmental disabilities need a voice too.”
James Meadours, Co-Director

Peer to Peer Grant, Arc of Texas

Testimony at the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives
Advisory Panel Quarterly Meeting
Washington, DC

June 7, 2006
Introduction

James Meadours was a single voice who spoke for millions of Americans with disabilities when he addressed the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel (the Panel) at the June quarterly meeting in Washington, DC.  During 2006, the Panel placed a stronger emphasis on listening to beneficiaries.  Along with other critical stakeholders, beneficiaries provided advice and an important, uniquely personal perspective on what can be done to improve Social Security disability and work incentive programs.

The Seventh Annual Interim Report of the Panel covers the work of the Panel in calendar year 2006 and represents the last interim report before a final report will be issued by the Panel at the end of 2007.  During 2006, the Panel’s Strategic Plan served as an organizing framework for the Panel’s activities to increase employment and greater economic self-sufficiency for people with disabilities.  In response to feedback received from the U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Ways and Means, Subcommittee on Social Security, the Panel reviewed their strategic plan and refocused their efforts to ensure that they were addressing congressional interests in improved collaboration among programs.

The Panel’s structure to support implementation of the Strategic Plan consists of three subcommittees: Beneficiary Voice, Continuous Improvement, and Transformation.  These subcommittees are aligned with three key goals: 1) elevate and incorporate the beneficiary perspective; 2) improve implementation of the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act (the Act); and 3) develop a national employment investment strategy to transform approaches to assets, income, health care, and supports for people with disabilities.

Panel members participated in meetings of these three subcommittees to bring forward action items for discussion by the full Panel.  With input from beneficiaries and diverse stakeholders in and outside of government, the Panel explored options both for immediate improvements to existing programs and for a larger, broader set of policy and service delivery changes that respond to beneficiary preferences and needs. The Panel remains focused on its mandated responsibility of advice regarding improvements to the Ticket to Work Program, work incentives planning and assistance, and Medicaid Buy-In.  The Panel also recognizes a responsibility to provide informed advice and direction for the future that facilitates coordination and integration of services and supports that offers work as a viable, preferred option.

Beneficiary Voice and Outreach
During 2006, the Panel put increased emphasis on incorporating the beneficiary voice, providing beneficiaries with more opportunities to provide advice and an important, uniquely personal perspective on what can be done to improve Social Security disability and work incentive programs.  At its quarterly meetings and teleconferences, the Panel heard beneficiaries, through public comment and panel presentations, put a human face on the plight of beneficiaries trying to work by telling tell their personal stories of their struggles with access to accurate information and the right community resources.  Other beneficiaries described their positive experiences with assistance from work incentives counselors, the development and approval of Plans for Achieving Self-Sufficiency (PASS), and being able to work and remain qualified for Medicaid through the Supplemental Securing Income (SSI) work incentive 1619(b). The Panel listened and learned from the beneficiaries about common aspirations and interests to be more productive and independent.  For the first time, the Panel invited beneficiaries to react to expert presentations on agency coordination, benefits planning, and health care access.  The beneficiaries who provided input represented a diverse cross section of age, gender, race, type of disability, and cultural background.  Their comments will help inform future Panel decision making and set the stage for a Beneficiary Summit in 2007.  

The Panel and staff also made a concerted effort to increase communication with and outreach to policymakers, federal agency officials, and leaders in the disability community.  Regular communication with key stakeholders within the Social Security Administration (SSA) including Martin Gerry, Deputy Commissioner, Office of Disability and Income Support Programs; Pamela Mazerski, Associate Commissioner, Office of Program Development and Research; and Sue Suter, Associate Commissioner, Office of Employment Support Programs between quarterly meetings has helped to inform decisionmaking regarding the Ticket to Work Program and will help shape recommendations to be included in the Panel’s final report.

Congressional briefings were held quarterly with lead staff from the House Ways and Means Committee’s Social Security Subcommittee and Income and Family Support Subcommittee, the and Senate Finance Committee, the Senate Budget Committee, and analysts from the Congressional Research Service.  Increased dialogue has helped set a continued focus for the Panel on improved interagency coordination and collaboration concerning employment supports for persons with disabilities in addition to efforts to identify ways to improve and strengthen the Ticket to Work and related work incentives programs.

Ongoing communication continues with advocacy organizations including the Consortium for Citizens with Disabilities (CCD) Work Incentives Implementation, Employment and Training, and Social Security task forces.  The CCD task forces and other advocacy groups have expressed strong support for Panel efforts to enhance the voice of beneficiaries in the operation of Social Security programs, strengthen the marketing of the Ticket to Work Program, and improve the Act’s ongoing implementation.  At the August quarterly meeting, nine leaders in the disability community made presentations on various organizational and national strategies to increase employment opportunities for the target population.
The Panel listened to these strategies and engaged in a productive discussion of approaches to promoting work.  Expanded discussion has helped improve understanding of the Panel’s intentions to develop national employment investment strategy recommendations to promote work for people with significant disabilities.  There is a mutually agreeable focus to promote policies that simplify and ease transition between Social Security disability programs and medical benefits, and work.  Using input from advocacy organizations, the Panel developed four consensus points to guide the development of policy recommendations: the recommendations should not include a change to the definition of disability; a beneficiary’s decision to attempt work should be voluntary; eligibility for existing cash and health care benefits should not be time-limited; and there should be no cuts in existing programs to create new programs.  Any new policy recommendations will recognize the diversity of beneficiaries including age, level of disability, gender, race, culture, or socioeconomic status.

Outreach activities of the Panel as observers and participants at various national and regional meetings provided additional perspective on SSA program implementation, including the perspective of other key stakeholders.  Panel members attended a National Academy of Social Insurance meeting that focused on the challenges of an aging population when returning to work.  Panel members were able to draw important parallels for persons with disabilities.  The Panel was represented at a national meeting of state Medicaid directors and identified a significant need for state Medicaid directors to learn more about the Ticket to Work Program and work incentives provisions.  

During the past year, Panel members attended a Social Security Advisory Board public meeting and a National Council on Disability (NCD) town hall meeting.  Both of these groups issued major reports in 2006 that offer broad and specific recommendations for the redesign of Social Security disability programs.  Members of the Social Security Advisory Board and NCD presented their research findings and policy recommendations to the Panel.  Their perspectives will help inform the Panel decisionmaking in 2007.  Panel members attended SSA sponsored regional pre-application seminars for the Work Incentives Planning and Assistance (WIPA) program in Sacramento, California and Richmond, Virginia.  A Panel member attended a SSA-sponsored presentation on a Pathways to Work program now being piloted in the United Kingdom.  The program requires mandatory interviews about work and job action planning for disability beneficiaries that has some similarities to the planning assistance being offered here under the WIPA program by the Community Work Incentives Coordinators (CWICs). 

The Panel was also represented at a Personal and Economic Freedom Roundtable for Persons with Intellectual Disabilities sponsored by the President’s Committee for People with Intellectual Disabilities.  Panel members attended conferences of the U.S. Business Leadership Network, TASH, and Council of State Administrators of Vocational Rehabilitation (CSAVR).  These meetings represent only a sample of a larger number of forums attended by Panel members that presented new opportunities to engage diverse stakeholders to offer advice that will help shape future Panel actions.
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 “Juntos Podemos” in Spanish means “together we can,” which has become an important statement of introduction by the Panel’s Chair, Berthy De La Rosa-Aponte.  The Panel has made a strong commitment to listen to diverse stakeholders including public agency representatives, rehabilitation providers, policy experts, and persons with disabilities and family members.  These stakeholders represent a collection of different voices to be heard, to engage in discussion, and to be considered in the development of final recommendations.  With the leadership of the Beneficiary Voice subcommittee, the Panel has intensified its efforts to outreach to beneficiaries.  
The February quarterly meeting, which was held in San Juan, presented the unique cultural and economic issues of beneficiaries in Puerto Rico and the US Virgin Islands.  The beneficiaries who testified in Puerto Rico described three factors that impeded their journey to self-sufficiency and economic independence: (1) high unemployment rates and extreme levels of poverty, (2) lack of accurate information and services that are linguistically and culturally appropriate for Hispanics with disabilities, and (3) lack of both physical and programmatic infrastructure to support being able to work. Infrastructure issues like community accessibility, transportation, housing, health care, personal assistant services, and the availability of employment opportunities that provide earnings sufficient for independence must be resolved in both urban and rural areas order for employment to be a viable option for individuals currently receiving benefits. 
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Each quarterly meeting offered opportunities for beneficiaries to express themselves and to react to expert presentations.  Each individual unveiled a personal story that captured a point in time or a lifetime struggle to find reliable information and access to the right mix of community supports to make work an option as opposed to continued dependence on public benefits.  As Donna Martinez explained at the August Panel meeting, her son Andy is 20 years old with an intellectual disability.  Andy had been a ticket holder since tickets became available in Virginia in 2002.  Ms. Martinez is still struggling to become more knowledgeable about the ticket and other work incentives in order to enable Andy to work.

At the October and November Panel meetings, beneficiaries shared their frustration with new agencies that have been awarded WIPA grants, and that are facing start-up challenges.  Idelio Valdez, a beneficiary in South Florida shared information on how the Benefits Planning, Assistance and Outreach (BPAO) specialist was helping him to set up his own business by utilizing a PASS.  Unfortunately, the grantee under the former BPAO system that predated WIPA was not awarded a new contract and did not complete the PASS plan for submission to SSA for approval.  Idelio reported that no one had contacted him for three weeks and he did not have the paperwork to finish the application.  The Panel was able to connect Idelio with a Protection and Advocacy for Beneficiaries of Social Security (PABSS) specialist in Florida, and SSA has put in place a back-up support system nationwide to ease transition concerns.

Beneficiary testimony and presentations have played a critical role in identifying program implementation challenges to bring to the attention of SSA and helping collaboratively to design short and longer-term solutions.  The Panel wants to recognize the hard work and input of beneficiaries who serve on the planning committee for the two-day Beneficiary Summit, “Voices for Change: Beneficiaries Paving the Way to Work,” to be held in Atlanta, Georgia next year.  In addition to contributing to all aspects of planning the Summit, the planning committee members also actively recruited applicants and helped review and select the delegates.  In 2007, the Panel will continue to elevate the beneficiary voice by hosting the Summit, which will bring together approximately fifty-five beneficiaries who represent all fifty states, the District of Columbia, and most US territories, and who provide a wide range of diversity in age, culture, gender, race, type of disability, and education, work, and benefits experience.  The Summit will provide an unprecedented opportunity to amplify themes heard for the past seven years by the Panel that encourage work, strengthen and support choices for individuals with disabilities in designing and gaining timely access to appropriate services and supports, and improving the coordination and integration of supports by multiple sources and systems.

Ticket to Work Regulations
“We want to get out there.  We want to be part of the world.  We want to make money.  We want to be able to have families and support our children…We want to be able to tell our stories to other people, so the next person that they meet, they won’t be afraid to hire them…. We want the same thing that everybody else wants, which includes work…”

Amber Carey

Testimony at the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives
Advisory Panel Quarterly Meeting
Washington, DC

November 16, 2006

“We have been an Employment Network since August of 2001, which is just over five years… Our experience has been that we have received just over $30,000 in payment serving approximately 18 ticket holders, and our costs have been well over $150,000… So two years ago we decided to wind down the Ticket to Work Program as being too costly… But when we looked at the proposed recommendations, we really got very excited…What we discovered was that we probably would have generated about $363,000 over that five year period, probably a ten fold increase over what we received…As soon as the new recommendations can be placed in effect, we intend to roll out the Ticket to Work Program from our Chicago office to six other Bridges Programs around the country… So my purpose is simply to encourage SSA to get these recommendations out as soon as possible.”

Ken Upshaw

Marriott Foundation, Bridges from School to Work

Public Comment at the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives
Advisory Panel Quarterly Meeting
Washington, DC

November 16, 2006

The comments of Amber Carey and Ken Upshaw at the November quarterly meeting capture the enormous possibilities and promise of the Ticket to Work Program.  Recruiting and retaining an expanded number of ENs is a major factor in accomplishing the primary goal of the program:  providing individuals with disabilities an expanded set of choices in rehabilitation and employment services to achieve improved work status and advance self-sufficiency.  The Panel played a key role in focusing attention on needed areas for improvement that were a significant part of proposed revisions to the Ticket to Work Program, which were published in the Federal Register on September 30, 2005.  

On September 28, 2006, the one-year anniversary of the publication of the proposed amendments, the Panel sent a letter to the Commissioner of SSA emphasizing the importance of issuing final regulations as soon as possible, but “not later than this fall.”  
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During the SSA update at the November quarterly meeting, it was explained that the issuance of the final regulations will be delayed until spring 2007.  The delay results from problems identified but not addressed in the 2005 Notice of Proposed Rule Making (NPRM) with the “Ticket in Use” by beneficiaries in higher education and the suspension for a time limited period of required continuing disability review.  Administrative Procedures Act requirements mandate a period of public comment on changes regarding the “Ticket in Use” now being developed by SSA before publication of a final rule.

On November 30, 2006, the Panel sent a follow-up letter to the Commissioner of SSA expressing disagreement with the decision to delay further the publication of final regulations. “Social Security beneficiaries and Employment Networks have shared their concerns with the Panel about the current program and the need for the improved regulations to be published right away.”  The Panel asked the Commissioner to reconsider the decision to delay release of the final regulations and noted that this delay also impacted the Agency plans for marketing the Ticket to Work Program as well as work incentives programs.

As of October 20, 2006, 149,456 tickets have been assigned to ENs out of a total of 10.1 million ticket holders.  Of the tickets that have been assigned to ENs, less than 10 percent have been assigned to entities other than state vocational rehabilitation agencies.
  Amendments to the Ticket to Work Program published in final form are urgently needed to provide a fresh start and revitalize stakeholder interest.  In addition, effective marketing is critical to increased utilization of the program; the Panel continues to discuss with SSA strategies to be incorporated in the proposed marketing campaign.
Work Incentives Planning and Assistance

“I truly do believe that if a beneficiary can get a good benefit analysis and get the right community resources that they are going to see the value in wanting to go to work and become self-sufficient.”

Natalie Alden

Advocate, Advocacy Center, Jacksonville, FL
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“I just want to take the opportunity to say I enjoy being a BPAO so very much.  It is one of the things that gives me joy in the morning, because I know I am encouraging people to be empowered.”

Djuna Parmley-Mitchell
Consumer Legal Affairs Counselor
ENDependence Center of Northern Virginia
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June 7, 2006
On May 16, 2006, SSA announced its intention to competitively award cooperative agreements to establish community-based work incentives planning and assistance projects nationwide.  The WIPA projects replaced the BPAO program.  The ultimate goal of the projects is to assist SSA beneficiaries with disabilities in succeeding in their return-to-work efforts.  On October 4, 2006, the Panel sent a letter to the Commissioner of SSA in support of the proposed changes and the emphasis of the WIPA program in improving understanding and use of work incentives and return-to-work supports.  “We consider it a natural step in helping beneficiaries begin moving toward self-sufficiency through work.”

On September 30th, 2006, SSA awarded ninety-nine WIPA cooperative agreements to a variety of community-based organizations.  Of the ninety-nine awards, eighty-four recipients previously served as BPAO organizations.
  An additional request for applications was published by SSA in the Federal Register on October 17, 2006, for seven geographic areas not covered by the first round of awards with decisions expected by March 2007.  
At the June quarterly meeting, the Panel heard from lead staff of the three regional training and technical assistance centers for the BPAO program during the past five years.  As of April 30, 2006, the program has served over 225,000 individuals.  Approximately 4,500 individuals with disabilities are served each month by over four hundred CWICs.  Of persons served, thirty percent are Supplemental Security Income (SSI) recipients, fifty-four percent are Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) beneficiaries, and sixteen percent are concurrent beneficiaries.  In terms of type of disability represented, over one-third are individuals with psychiatric disabilities.  Seventy-five percent of beneficiaries accessing work incentives planning and assistance services are not employed.  The panelists at the June quarterly meeting presented a strong unified view that despite the hesitancy of many beneficiaries to pursue employment, the BPAO and now the WIPA program has and will continue to play a significant role in providing proactive pre-employment assistance and information that supports beneficiaries to make an informed choice to work.  Suggestions for improvements made to the Panel include the development of written benefit analyses that are “user friendly, functional, and customized to the beneficiary” and recognition of the ongoing support needed to help the transition from dependence on public benefits to a new way of thinking about work as a pathway to a better quality of life. Both the panel of technical assistance experts and the subsequent panel of beneficiaries shared a common perspective of the ongoing need for training of benefit specialists and greater attention to quality customer service.
The myths and misconceptions regarding program rules, the interplay between work and benefits, and the desire to have long-term planning to increase income while retaining essential supports demand a system of work incentives specialists that are able to sort through the benefits maze and customize solutions based upon individual needs and preferences.  At the November quarterly meeting, SSA reported that they have contracted with a vendor, CPS Human Resource Services, to develop, establish, and maintain a Federal Registry of trained and qualified CWICs nationwide.  The goal of the Registry is to ensure that CWICs meet and maintain the standards of quality required to be knowledgeable and competent in articulating SSA’s work incentives program information to beneficiaries. All CWICs on the Federal Registry will be required to maintain their ongoing competency through continuing education courses and testing.
In November 2006, the National Association of Benefits and Work Incentives Specialists announced its inauguration.  The creation of an organization to promote the education, credentialing, and capacity of work incentives specialists should help elevate the quality of benefits planning and assistance.  The Panel has consistently been on record in support of expanded funding for both work incentives planning and assistance and protection and advocacy for beneficiaries.
  The creation of NABWIS and the development by SSA of a Federal Registry of CWICs should help meet the growing demand of individuals with disabilities and their families for high quality information that can be relied on to advance economic independence.  
The Panel is concerned about low program utilization rates and marketing. At the August quarterly meeting, SSA shared data with the Panel on the utilization rates by beneficiaries of specific work incentive options.  The data indicated that there is less than a one percent utilization rate of the Impairment Related Work Expense (IRWE) option.  In addition, the data revealed that there is still minimal use of PASS and 1619(a), with less than .03 percent utilization, and 1619(b), with 1.4 percent utilization.  Additional SSA data provided a ten-year trend analysis of PASS participation rates of SSI recipients from 1996 through May 30, 2006.  PASS participation has dropped from a high level of 4,704 SSI recipients in 1996 to 1,582 recipients in 2005.  Historically, five states have accounted for approximately one-half of all PASS plan participation.  Currently, there are eighteen states that have ten or fewer PASS plans in effect.  The Panel plans to investigate this further to learn more about the reasons for differences in the rate of participation among states and to develop new options for consideration on how to effectively market and increase participation from the extremely low reported levels for PASS, IRWE and the 1619(a) and (b) program options.  
The challenge for SSA and CWICs is to increase awareness, understanding, and then utilization of these work incentives to enable beneficiaries to continue to access health care and long-term supports, as well as allow income preservation and growth.  Cherry Engineering Support Services, Inc. (CESSI), the contractor awarded the new marketing contract, must find ways to effectively market and outreach to beneficiaries not just about the Ticket to Work Program, but also the value added options of multiple work incentives.  In 2007, CESSI plans to pilot ten Work Incentives Seminars, which are community level, small group informational seminars that will promote opportunities for beneficiaries to meet directly with CWICs, ENs, and other public and private community-based groups.  The seminars will provide a customer friendly environment for answering questions and demystifying fears related to return to work.  The Panel’s Continuous Improvement subcommittee has met with CESSI lead staff and will continue to participate actively in discussions to help shape a responsive marketing strategy for 2007.
Cash Benefits and Asset Development 

A recurring theme of presenters to the Panel continues to be that the current system of public benefits, particularly means tested eligibility for Social Security and Medicaid, traps individuals with disabilities in poverty, depresses earnings and denies them the opportunity to save money.  The “cash cliff” and the “parking” of beneficiaries below SGA
  maintain the direct connection between disability and poverty.  Beneficiaries have consistently voiced their interest in being more productive and self-sufficient, but they remain either uninformed or frustrated with the choices under the current rules of SSI and SSDI benefits.  Quarterly, SSA briefed the Panel on demonstration projects at various stages of design and implementation that are intended to test strategies to waive asset limits for continued eligibility for SSI and a gradual reduction of benefits for SSDI recipients.  
The Panel has been particularly interested in SSA’s efforts to reduce overpayments, which is a major concern of beneficiaries and impacts decisions about return-to-work.  SSA is responsible for timely processing of information on wages from beneficiaries to avoid making overpayments that beneficiaries may need to repay.  On May 3rd, 2006, the Panel sent a letter to the Commissioner of SSA emphasizing the importance of SSA issuing timely receipts to beneficiaries or their representatives after submission of a change in work status or earnings.  However, the Panel expressed concerns with SSA’s proposed plans to discontinue automatically issuing receipts after it has established a central computer file that will electronically record the reported information.  SSA has responded to the Panel that the NPRM offers the agency “flexibility to determine the most appropriate actions to take, while still providing receipts to those beneficiaries who wish them.”  

The Panel’s Transformation subcommittee has dedicated considerable time in analysis of policy barriers and facilitators to income preservation and asset development for beneficiaries.  Information is being synthesized from presentations by diverse experts before the Panel and a Think Tank that was held in July 2006.  Multiple presenters affirmed the inherent value of employment and asset development for people with disabilities to advance their self-sufficiency and community participation.  True freedom and full community participation for Americans with disabilities will not be achieved until the power of assets and wealth creation are made available and help to transform individual self concept and societal attitudes.

There is no single answer to how to improve awareness, access, and use of existing work incentives and design enhanced options that allow individuals with disabilities to participate in work and the economic mainstream.  The Panel will continue to seek alternative views and policy options that encourage work, income preservation, and asset building for beneficiaries in their development of recommendations for a national employment investment strategy to promote employment for people with significant disabilities.
Health Care and Long-Term Supports
“It’s a beautiful program in theory; it’s excellent.  In reality, it is just not being implemented.  People don’t know what it is.  How could people in Medicaid not know what the Buy-In is?”

Linda M. Speaker

Benefits Advisor, Brooklyn-Queens Works
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“Montana is right now in the process of developing a Medicaid Buy-In program.  They received a Medicaid Infrastructure Grant within the last year.  I think it is a wonderful program.  I am looking forward to it…However, I do have one last concern…I am wondering how long it is going to last.  Because at any point, someone goes to work through the Buy-In program, then something happens with the Buy-In program, they will no longer be able to work.  They will have to quit, which if they finish their extended period of eligibility would put them back on the waiting period.  So it’s kind of a vicious cycle.”

Chris Clasby
Employment Specialist, JOBS, Inc., Missoula, MT
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The Medicaid Buy-In program authority is a cornerstone of the Act.  It encourages work by allowing individuals with disabilities to buy into Medicaid without having to give up higher earnings or assets.  The Act offers states flexibility to customize their Buy-In programs according to their unique needs and objectives.  The target population is primarily SSDI recipients who previously had to spend down assets to qualify for Medicaid, if they could qualify at all for Medicaid.  The program offers the opportunity to buy into Medicaid, in participating states under varying rules of eligibility.  States have the flexibility to set income and asset limits for participation, as well as their premium rate structure.
At the June quarterly meeting, Carey Appold, Technical Director for the Division of Advocacy and Special Issues at the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS), provided highlights and analysis of current participation in the Medicaid Buy-In program.  There are now thirty-two states that have established Medicaid Buy-In programs with over 80,000 participants.  Nationally, sixty percent of enrollees are between the ages of 21-44, fifteen percent are female, and seventy-seven percent are white.  The largest group of participants is people with mental illness. Sixty-nine percent of all participants received only SSDI benefits before they enrolled in the program.  Although total earnings of all participants continues to increase as enrollment continues to grow, average earnings decreased from $8,000 in the year 2,000 to $7,100 in 2003.  Many participants may be intentionally keeping their earnings below the SGA level based on a fear of losing their social security benefits.  In 2004, only one in four participants earned over the annualized SGA level.  However, there are significant variances by state.  CMS is engaged in extensive research to identify and analyze critical variables that impact the level of participation and earnings levels.  
State flexibility in the Medicaid Buy-In program has led to inconsistent implementation nationwide.  In some states, diverse stakeholders have worked together to design a system that balances consumer interests and needs with state budgetary constraints.  Beneficiaries from other states shared their concerns about their inability to convince decision makers to establish a Buy-In program, or design it with a premium rate structure and eligibility conditions that would make work and increased earnings a viable choice.

In response to a question from the Panel, CMS projected that state fiscal issues, including growing demand for long-term care services, may have a detrimental impact on a state’s Medicaid Buy-In program, which is an optional program.  Both CMS and beneficiary commenters stated the need for more outreach and public education about the Buy-In program.  As explained by a panel of beneficiaries who reacted to the CMS presentation, the lack of awareness and understanding of eligibility criteria for a state’s Buy-In program is pervasive with rehabilitation counselors, social security field office staff, and local Medicaid service coordinators.  The Panel will continue to monitor Medicaid Buy-In implementation, review research findings from CMS contractors, and obtain continued beneficiary input to identify lessons from the state level that can be applied at a national level.

CMS also addressed the Panel on the status of Medicaid Infrastructure Grants (MIG) authorized under the Act to enable states to evaluate and consider options for expansion of personal assistance services (PAS) as an important support needed by many beneficiaries to return to work.  MIGs have resulted in the expansion of PAS coverage through expansion of Medicaid Home and Community Based Service waivers and changes in scope of coverage to include PAS as a support in the workplace.  The current focus of MIGs has evolved to enable states to coordinate and improve the integration of services and supports among systems including and extending beyond Medicaid.  Eight states last year completed strategic plans that engaged all stakeholders to design consumer friendly, responsive, and integrated approaches to address employment services and other needed supports ranging from transportation and housing, to PAS and assistive technology.  States are at different stages of plan development and implementation, and recognize that the Medicaid Buy-In is only one part of a much needed coordinated, comprehensive system of supports to encourage work and advance self-sufficiency.  Lessons learned from state experiences in building and developing a comprehensive system of supports will continue to inform Panel decisionmaking regarding future policy recommendations.  
Infrastructure and Agency Collaboration
“In January 2003, GAO put the federal disability programs on our high risk list…We are talking not just about VR, not just about SSA.  We are talking about all of the federal disability programs… We’re at a point now where we can’t afford…We have been at that point for a while…We can’t afford to not have well coordinated or integrated programs.”

Robert Robertson

Director, Government’s Accountability Office

Education, Workforce and Income Security Group
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As Robert Robertson explained to the Panel at its February quarterly meeting, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) definition of high risk includes agencies that are in “urgent need of transformation, urgent need of modernization, urgent need of attention in order to carry out key functions in the most economical, effective and efficient manner.”  From a GAO perspective, there were multiple reasons the disability programs were put on a high risk list.  Most important is the size of the federal investment and the large numbers of people impacted by the programs.  GAO analysis identified over two hundred programs administered by twenty agencies.  In 2003, over $120 billion was spent on programs exclusively targeted for people with disabilities.  Additional funding is also spent annually by other programs that provide assistance for both people with and without disabilities, and as a result, it is difficult to segregate an exact number.  A further factor to consider is the additional funds spent by state and local government.  A second concern identified by GAO was basic program design problems.  Changes in medicine and science when coupled with changes in societal expectations and changes in the workplace require redefining the relationship between impairment and ability to work.  
The final area of concern identified by GAO was longstanding problems of consistency and timeliness in decisionmaking in the disability determination process.  GAO expressed support for the commitment of the Panel in its strategic plan to develop policy recommendations to promote work that take into account the untapped human potential of individuals with disabilities who want to work and need the multiple publicly funded systems to be better coordinated and aligned with a return-to-work objective.  GAO and other presenters have made clear to the Panel that any proposed analytical framework for new policy recommendations must include a clear set of consistent objectives supported by effective program design and adequate human capital.
Beneficiaries have provided testimony on their journeys to find answers to their questions about viable options for return-to-work and have recounted stories of their encounters with policies and practices of other systems and programs that operate at cross purposes with one another and hinder the beneficiaries’ efforts to work.  A major portion of the November quarterly meeting was dedicated to understanding more about current federal agency collaboration and the challenges and opportunities of improved collaboration at a community level to enhance employment outcomes for people with disabilities.  The first panel featured representation from the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) and the Office of Special Education Programs of the U.S. Department of Education; the Employment and Training Administration (ETA) of the U.S. Department of Labor; the Disabled and Elderly Health Program group of CMS; and the Center for Mental Health Services at the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS).  The panel was moderated by Dr. Margaret Giannini, Director of the Office of Disability, HHS.  Members of the panel reported on policy and program initiatives to improve collaboration at a federal level and reduce or eliminate fragmentation at a community level.  
Some initiatives that are underway include a partnership between RSA with CSAVR and the National Association of State Directors of Special Education surrounding transition.  This partnership is designed to enhance the collaboration and the integration of vocational rehabilitation (VR) services and special education with respect to the transition of youth into postsecondary education and employment.  ETA in partnership with SSA created the Disability Program Navigator initiative, which expanded to thirty states plus the District of Columbia in 2006.  Disability Program Navigators (DPNs) are responsible for improving access and support in One-Stop Career Centers and improving collaboration with other service delivery and funding systems that serve people with disabilities.  Through a new cooperative agreement that was extended to the remaining non-DPN states and territories, ETA hopes to have DPN positions located in One-Stop Career Centers nationwide by January 2007.  

In April 2002, the President established the President’s New Freedom Commission on Mental Health as part of his commitment to eliminate inequality for Americans with disabilities. The President directed the Commission “to identify policies that could be implemented by federal, state and local governments to maximize the utility of existing resources, improve coordination of treatments and services, and promote successful community integration for adults with a serious mental illness and children with a serious emotional disturbance.”  HHS through SAMHSA was charged with taking the recommendations and findings from the Commission and addressing them, which it did through collaboration with twenty other agencies that are part of the federal executive committee that developed an action plan.

In each initiative, multiple federal agencies identified a common purpose that led to improved coordination of activities through training, capacity building, demonstrations and evaluation.  The federal representatives who presented at the November Panel meeting suggested further improvements could be made by having federal agencies structure grants and other funding opportunities collaboratively to encourage applicants at a state and local level to also demonstrate their expansion of services and supports with the active involvement of a broad range of public and private partners.
The federal representatives emphasized the need to focus not only on federal agency collaborations but also on collaboration at the state and local level.  More can be done to identify best practice strategies at all levels of government.  Research tools and methodologies to measure state and local performance should also cut across programs where possible.  There was strong agreement with the Panel’s commitment to elevate the beneficiary voice in program planning and evaluation.  Joe Razes, Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act Program Manager, Disabled and Elderly Health Programs Group, HHS, suggested “Include consumers wherever possible to provide feedback, whether you are designing a program, whether you are running it, whether you are trying to evaluate program effectiveness.”  
An additional two panels at the November meeting focused on community level infrastructure and featured presenters from community programs that provide employment related services to people with disabilities.  Community program representatives included a DPN, CWIC, Protection and Advocacy for Beneficiaries of Social Security, EN, SVRA, One-Stop Career Center, and a local education agency.  Each presenter shared how they assisted individuals with disabilities directly, worked with and in some cases developed relationships with community partners, collaborated with other systems change initiatives, and provided education and training on disability-related issues as they relate to employment for people with disabilities.  
Multiple presenters agreed that the communication and intervention must begin earlier with students with disabilities and families.  It was suggested that Social Security, VR, and the CWICs should all be an active part of youth in transition planning.  The common theme identified from presenter comments was the lack of information reaching not just beneficiaries but also the special education teachers, transition counselors, VR professionals, and the case managers in the One-Stop Career Centers.  Lack of information about the Ticket to Work, work incentive options, continued benefits eligibility, and the Medicaid Buy-In all add to the fears of beneficiaries and their reluctance to risk a change in status.  Informed decisions cannot be made without regular access to a trusted, reliable, and knowledgeable counselor, teacher, and work incentives specialist.

Strong examples of effective collaboration at a community level described to the Panel were driven more by individual leadership than by system design.  Current system performance measures, such as those required in the Workforce Investment Act, were often cited as a disincentive to serving job seekers with disabilities and promoting interagency support.  A promising approach to systemic changes at the community level was described by the DPN, who explained the role of a DPN as “a systems change agent and relationship builder who has been able to bring the different community partners and agencies together to touch the lives of individuals with disabilities and impact employment outcomes.”  

The Panel will continue to synthesize multiple stakeholder suggestions for ways to improve access to reliable information and support beneficiaries with an infrastructure that taps the promise of public and private agency coordination and collaboration.
Anticipating the Coming Year 

David is a college graduate with a degree in electrical engineering from Georgia Institute of Technology.  To be able to go to work, David requires PAS in the morning and in the evening.  Personal assistance services will cost him about $62,000 per year.  He receives help now through Medicaid and is able to preserve some income through the use of an approved PASS plan.  However, the PASS plan is time limited and eventually he will lose all his benefits if he continues to work.  David may be an excellent candidate under the 1619(b) program that would allow him to keep his health benefit even though his earnings may be too much to keep his cash benefit.  However, David is uncertain whether the 1619(b) would be viable for him based on limitations of coverage of the Alabama Medicaid program.  He has been frustrated by the level of assistance the local field office and benefits counselors have been able to offer him.  

David’s story is compelling to future Panel deliberations because it demonstrates the continued need for policy changes. David has the desire, skills, and interest to be more self-sufficient and a part of the economic mainstream.  Many beneficiaries have similar aspirations.  David needs long-term supports that are affordable and make work possible.  The complexity of current work incentive options and their application to individual situations requires informed work incentives specialists to help explain and design viable options.  Such benefits specialists have to be available and responsive over more than a single interaction, to continue to guide reasonable and informed decisionmaking.  Work must provide a reasonable return on investment for the beneficiary to be a realistic alternative to continued dependence on public benefits.  For David and many other beneficiaries, there are gateway and continued long-term costs to be covered to make work pay.  
In 2006, the Panel made major strides in implementing its strategic plan to listen to and address the needs of beneficiaries who want to work.  With continued strong outreach to all key stakeholders including beneficiaries as active participants, in 2007 the Panel will create a set of recommendations that will facilitate employment and enhanced economic freedom for people with significant disabilities.
Elevating and Incorporating the Beneficiary Voice
At the Beneficiary Summit, “Voices for Change: Beneficiaries Paving the Way to Work,” to be held on February 6-7, 2007 in Atlanta, Georgia, delegates will have the opportunity to participate in workgroups to discuss and develop recommendations for a carefully selected group of themes.  Under the theme of employment and work incentives, delegates will have choices of small group discussion on ways to improve SSA programs and work incentives, options for facilitating successful transition of youth with disabilities and adults with newly acquired disabilities, and ideas for a new work support program.  The second theme focuses on health care and long-term services and supports.  Workgroup discussion choices include improvements to Medicaid, Medicare and other insurance programs that would support people with disabilities to work and advance self-sufficiency, and ideas for increasing access to PAS, technology, and other supports necessary for work.  The third theme targets program communication, procedures and service delivery.  Workgroup discussion choices include getting the right information to the right people at the right time, improving service delivery to beneficiaries, and improving integration between SSA and other programs.  The Panel is excited about this unique opportunity to bring beneficiaries together to share their experiences and ideas, and develop recommendations to enable government programs to work better.  On the second day of the Summit, the entire group will consider how to create a permanent process for beneficiaries to have an ongoing voice in SSA legislation, rules, and implementation.
Improving Implementation and Marketing of the Act
The Continuous Improvement subcommittee has narrowed its priority list of activities.  The first priority is to continue to provide advice to SSA on strategies to offer a gradual benefit reduction for SSDI recipients.  The second priority will be to investigate the low rate of work incentives utilization.  The third priority groups a number of activities together related to monitoring.  A focus will remain on the final regulations as well as marketing activities and SSA funded evaluation of ticket participation including adequacy of incentives for underserved populations.  Attention will also be placed on monitoring the SSA funded early intervention demonstrations.  The Panel continues to express concern in the time delays between announcement and actual rollout of many of the SSA demonstration projects.  The Panel supports SSA’s initiative to test multiple ways to reduce reliance on SSI and/or SSDI benefits and encourage work as a pathway to greater self sufficiency.  Two reports will be developed to help inform Panel decisionmaking on benefit offset advice and work incentives utilization advice.

Developing a National Employment Investment Strategy  to Enable Work

In 2007 the Panel will build on the guiding principles and policy objectives developed in 2006 to make policy recommendations to promote work for people with significant disabilities.  Input for policy development has been received from employment related service experts in multiple levels of government, leading research centers, major related service delivery organizations, the business sector, and advocacy organizations.  Think Tanks in the areas of employment, disability systems and policy, health care and long term services and supports, and asset development were conducted in 2006 to help inform the design and development of both a conceptual framework and specific details of recommendations.  A Think Tank on employer perspectives on recruiting, hiring, and retaining people with disabilities is scheduled for early 2007.  The Panel will explore improvements to the provisions of the Act and also opportunities to improve coordination with other federal, state, and local public agencies and private organizations.  The proposed policies will recognize the diversity of beneficiaries, as well as acknowledge the inherent individual and societal value in investing in a system of supports that advances self-sufficiency for people with disabilities. 
Conclusion
This interim report highlights the Panel’s 2006 findings, activities, and recommendations on the implementation of the programs of the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999.  The Panel will continue to recommend policy and systems changes to improve collaboration of federal and state agencies, raise expectations about work, promote adequate supports and services, and lead to increasing the economic self sufficiency and community participation for Americans with disabilities.
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Appendices

A. The Panel
Members of the Panel

Twelve individuals serve on the Panel: four appointed by the President, four by the Senate and four by the House of Representatives. The appointees represent a cross-section of experience and expert knowledge as recipients, providers, veterans, employers and employees in the fields of employment services, vocational rehabilitation and other disability-related support services. Most are individuals with disabilities or their representatives. Several have personal experience as beneficiaries of Social Security. 

Cheryl Bates-Harris, Nottingham, PA, is a Senior Disability Advocacy Specialist for the Training and Advocacy Support Center (TASC) of NAPAS where she has over 20 years experience and expertise working with people with disabilities.  She currently co-chairs the CCD Work Incentives Implementation task force and CCD Employment and Training task force and is an active member of the CCD Social Security Task Force. She was an invited participant in the Ticket to Work and Work Incentive Advisory Panel 2003 EN Summit. The President appointed her to serve a 4-year term ending in 2008.
Katie Beckett, Cedar Rapids, IA, is a college student in Iowa and has been an advocate all her life. She has often traveled to Washington, DC, to speak before policymakers about children with special health care needs. She is the co-founder of Kids as Self-Advocates (KASA) and former co-chair of the KASA Board. The Senate appointed her to serve a 4-year term ending in 2006.

Libby Child, Grand Rapids, MI, was the Manager of Integrated Disability Management Services for Steelcase, Inc., for 25 years before resigning in December 2002 to pursue consulting, teaching, and writing. She was responsible for Steelcase, Inc.'s integrated claims system under which workers' compensation, short- and long-term disability, permanent and total disability, and compliance with the Family Medical Leave Act are fully coordinated and managed. Since 1990, she has lectured extensively throughout the United States on workers' compensation and integrated disability management and continues to serve on many disability-related boards, commissions, and councils nationally and in Michigan.  Ms. Child is also a member of the National Academy of Social Insurance.  The President appointed her to serve a 4-year term ending in 2006.

Berthy De La Rosa-Aponte M.A., Chair, Cooper City, FL, has been a disability advocate for over 25 years. She resides in Florida with her husband Milton Aponte and Luz Elena (Lucy), the youngest of her three children who has significant developmental disabilities. Mrs. De La Rosa-Aponte holds a Master of Arts Degree and is a naturalized US citizen, born in Colombia, South America. She was appointed to serve on the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel by the House to serve a 4-year term ending in 2007 and designated by the President to chair the Panel for a 4-year term ending in 2008.

J. Russell Doumas, Coeur d’Alene, ID, is the Chief Executive Officer for TESH, Inc., which is a community-based non-profit rehabilitation organization.  Prior to July 2005, he was the President of Job Point (formerly Advent Enterprises).  His responsibilities included operating a comprehensive employment and training center serving persons with disabilities and the economically disadvantaged.  He has more than 30 years of experience serving individuals with disabilities.  Mr. Doumas holds a Master of Arts Degree in Rehabilitation Administration from the University of San Francisco and a Bachelor of Arts Degree in Political Science from the University of Kentucky.  The House appointed him to serve a 4-year term ending in 2008.

Loretta Goff, Westbury, NY, is a Registered Nurse with a Bachelor of Science Degree in Health Care Administration, a Masters of Science Degree in Community Mental Health Counseling and extensive experience with the New York State Office of Mental Hygiene and Office of Mental Retardation and Developmental Disabilities as a Nurse and Treatment Team Leader.  Ms. Goff has over 25 years of experience as a Protection and Advocacy Specialist and currently serves on the New York State Protection and Advocacy for Individuals with Mental Illness Advisory Council.  The House appointed her to serve a 4-year term ending in 2008.

Thomas P. Golden, Ithaca, NY, is the Associate Director of the Employment and Disability Institute in the Industrial and Labor Relations School at Cornell University. Since joining the faculty in 1991, he has directed several national initiatives focusing on training, technical assistance, and organizational development related to work incentives, transition systems change, and employment for people with disabilities. He recently became a member of the National Academy on Social Insurance. The President originally appointed him for a 2-year term and the Senate for completion of a four-year term.  The Senate has reappointed him to serve an additional 4-year term ending in 2008.
Frances Gracechild, Sacramento, CA, is the Executive Director of Resources for Independent Living, Inc., which is located in Sacramento, CA. She also serves as an instructor at California State University at Sacramento and as the president of Health Access of California. The House reappointed her to serve a 4-year term ending in 2006.

Andrew J. Imparato, J.D., Baltimore, MD, is a member of the Massachusetts bar and is President and CEO of the American Association of People with Disabilities (AAPD). He has extensive experience in public policy work on behalf of people with disabilities and has served as General Counsel and Director of Policy for the National Council on Disability, as attorney–advisor to Commissioner Paul Steven Miller at the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, and as Counsel to the Senate Subcommittee on Disability Policy. He is well known for his public speaking to dispel myths about people with mental illness. The Senate reappointed him to serve a 4-year term ending in 2008.

David Miller, Sioux Falls, SD, is responsible for the overall strategic planning and policy development for human service programs at Communication Service for the Deaf in Sioux Falls, SD. He was formerly the South Dakota State Director of Rehabilitation Services and was responsible for the administration of vocational rehabilitation, independent living, personal attendant, and disability determination services throughout the State. He has a Master's Degree in Rehabilitation Counseling and more than 29 years of leadership experience in the development and management of large public and private disability programs. The Senate appointed him to serve a 4-year term ending in 2006.

Dorothy Watson, Columbia, MD, an independent consultant, is known for her in-depth knowledge and understanding of Social Security disability programs. She has worked on numerous disability reform proposals in both the Executive and Legislative branches of the US Government. She retired in 2001 from the Senior Executive Services in the Social Security Administration after a long career that included more than a decade in legislative affairs as well as a stint on Capitol Hill as a Professional Staff Member of the Senate Special Committee on Aging.  Recently, she was on staff of Concentra Medical Centers, a company that serves injured workers and their employers and was also a member of the Adequacy of Incentives Advisory Group that provided recommendations for improvements in the Ticket to Work Program. The President appointed her to serve a 4-year term ending in 2008.
Torrey Westrom, J.D., Elbow Lake, MN, lost his eyesight at age 14 in a farm-related car accident in 1987. He graduated from Bemidji State University in 1995 and was elected to the Minnesota House of Representatives in 1996, becoming Minnesota's first blind elected State representative. He was re-elected to his fourth term in November 2002 and continues to work on policy issues ranging from training/employment opportunities for people with disabilities to transportation and agriculture. He graduated from law school in 2003 and became a member of the Minnesota bar. The President appointed him to serve a 4-year term ending in 2006.

Responsibilities of the Panel

The Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999, Public Law 106-170 (the Act) established the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel (the Panel) within the Social Security Administration (SSA) on December 17, 1999. The Panel is governed by the provisions of the Act; Public Law 92-463, as amended, which sets forth standards for the formation and use of advisory committees; and the General Services Administration (GSA) regulations on the Federal Advisory Committee Act. The original charter establishing the Panel was submitted to the GSA and filed with the Committee on Ways and Means of the House of Representatives and the Committee on Finance of the Senate on March 21, 2000; the charter was renewed in March 2004. The Commissioner of SSA swore in the original members of the Panel on July 24, 2000. 

Panel duties include advising the President, the Congress and the Commissioner of Social Security on issues related to work incentives programs, planning and assistance for individuals with disabilities and the Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency Program. Operating procedures governing the activities of the Panel have been developed and approved. The Panel meets quarterly, alternating locations between Washington, DC and the Ticket to Work Program roll - out states to hear regional testimony. The Panel transmits an annual interim report on the implementation of the Act to the President and Congress. This is the seventh such report. A final report is due no later than December 17, 2007. The Panel terminates on January 16, 2008, 30 days after the submission of its final report.

B. 
Panel Meetings

February 1-3, 2006 Quarterly Meeting

· Government Accountability Office Briefing
· National Council on Disability Briefing
· Panel Discussion on the Year Six Report
· Employing People with Disabilities:  A Legislative Perspective
· Ticket Evaluation

· Welcome Address to the 2nd Annual Ticket to Work Conference hosted by Movimiento para el Alcance de Vida Independiente (MAVI)
· Puerto Rico and U.S. Virgin Islands Panel
· Social Security Administration Updates 
· Public Comment and Beneficiary Testimony 

· Business Meeting
June 7- 9, 2006 Quarterly Meeting

· Medicaid Buy-In and Medicaid Infrastructure Grants Updates
· Medicaid Buy-In and Medicaid Infrastructure Grants: Beneficiary Perspectives
· Benefits Planning Assistance and Outreach: “Lessons Learned from the Past 5 Years”
· Benefits Planning Assistance and Outreach:  Beneficiary Perspectives  
·  “Gradual Reduction Choice Proposal—A Comprehensive Strategy for Improving SSDI/SSI Work Incentives” 
· Transformation Committee Efforts Developing the National Employment Investment Policy

· Panel Discussion of Objectives and Desired Outcomes for the National Employment Investment Policy
· Social Security Administration Updates 
· Public Comment

· Business Meeting

August 16- 18, 2006 Quarterly Meeting

· Deliberation and Discussion on: “Gradual Reduction Choice Proposal—A Comprehensive Strategy for Improving SSDI/SSI Work Incentives” Authored by Bobby Silverstein and Allen Jensen

· National Efforts to Increase Employment Opportunities for People with Disabilities
· Panel Deliberation and Discussion on Developing a National Employment Investment Policy

· Social Security Administration Updates 
· Public Comment

· Business Meeting
October 18, 2006 Teleconference

· Business Meeting

· Public Comment

November 15- 17, 2006 Quarterly Meeting

· Federal Programs that Provide Employment Assistance for Individuals with Disabilities
· Community Level Infrastructure 
· Beneficiary Perspectives on Community Level 

· Briefing on the Social Security Advisory Board Report, “A Disability System for the 21st Century” 
· Social Security Administration Updates 
· Public Comment
· Business Meeting

….

C.
Panel Correspondence and Policy Letters

Panel correspondence and policy letters for calendar year 2006 are listed below and provided on the following pages.

Advisory Letter to Commissioner Barnhart concerning Issuance of Receipts to Acknowledge Submission of Reports of Changes in Work or Earnings Status of Beneficiaries with Disabilities. 

May 3, 2006










C-2
Letter from Martin H. Gerry, Deputy Commissioner for Disability and Income Security Programs, in response to the Panel’s letter regarding providing Work Report Receipts to Beneficiaries with Disabilities.
June 6, 2006










C-4
Letter from the U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Ways and Means, Subcommittee on Social Security, in response to the Panel’s Strategic Plan and Ticket to Work Implementation Issues.
August 4, 2006









C-5
Letter to The Honorable Jim McCrery and the Honorable Sander Levin in response to the August 4th letter requesting an opportunity to discuss the Panel’s efforts to transform the relationships between Federal agencies that provide employment supports for people with disabilities and between employers and Ticket program participants, as well as the Panel’s ongoing efforts to review and monitor Ticket implementation and work incentives.
August 29, 2006









C-10
Advisory Letter to Commissioner Barnhart regarding Notice of Proposed Rule Making: Amendments to the Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency Program, Publication of Final Rule.

September 28, 2006









C-12
Advisory Letter to Commissioner Barnhart regarding Cooperative Agreements for Work Incentives Planning and Assistance Projects; Program Announcement No. SSA–OESP–06–1 with attachment.

October 4, 2006









C-14
Advisory Letter to Commissioner Barnhart concerning Marketing the Ticket to Work Program and Work Incentives.

November 6, 2006









C-18
Advisory Letter to Commissioner Barnhart concerning Publication of Final Rule, Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency Program; Follow Up to Panel’s September 28, 2006 Letter.
November 30, 2006









C-20
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ticket to work & work incentives advisory panel

May 3, 2006 

Jo Anne B. Barnhart, Commissioner 

Social Security Administration

100 Altmeyer Building 

6401Security Boulevard

Baltimore, MD 21235-6401

RE: 
Issuance of Receipts to Acknowledge Submission of Reports of Changes in Work or Earnings Status of Beneficiaries with Disabilities

Dear Commissioner Barnhart:

I am writing on behalf of the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel (the Panel) to comment on the issuance of receipts to beneficiaries receiving title II or title XVI benefits based on disability every time they report a change in work activity or provide evidence of a change in earnings.

Beneficiaries with disabilities and the Social Security Administration (SSA) share responsibilities with reporting and processing information on work/earnings activities. Beneficiaries are responsible for reporting these activities to SSA in a timely way because this information could affect their eligibility for and the amount of their benefit. SSA is responsible for timely processing of this information to avoid making overpayments to beneficiaries that beneficiaries may need to repay. Unfortunately, the Panel has heard from numerous beneficiaries that they have reported the required information to SSA in a timely way and have still received overpayments over a long period of time.

The Panel is pleased that Section 202 of the Social Security Protection Act of 2004 (P.L. 108-203) requires SSA to issue receipts to beneficiaries with disabilities or their representatives, and we applaud SSA for complying with this requirement. Having a receipt can help beneficiaries feel more confident that SSA is processing their reported information in a timely way, thus reducing the likelihood that they will receive an overpayment.

400 Virginia Avenue SW. Suite 700, Washington DC 20024

Phone: 202-358-6430 • Fax: 202-358-6440 

Website: www.ssa.gov/work/panel   • E-mail: TWWIIAPanel@ssa.gov
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We note, however, that SSA plans to discontinue automatically issuing receipts after it has established a centralized computer file that will electronically record the reported information. At that point, SSA will only issue receipts to beneficiaries or their representatives upon request.

The Panel urges SSA to continue automatically issuing receipts after its centralized computer file is fully operational. This is critical to any beneficiary who is returning to work for their own records. As beneficiaries have a responsibility to report work activity or change in earnings, SSA should also be accountable. SSA is responsible for timely processing of this information to avoid making overpayments to beneficiaries that beneficiaries may need to repay.

We are pleased to have the opportunity to make this recommendation to SSA. The Panel would be interested in learning more about any demonstration or other initiative that SSA has planned or underway to address earnings reporting, work overpayments and waivers. We would appreciate receiving an update on any data available regarding this issue. If you have any questions, please contact the Panel's Executive Director, Jill Houghton. She can be reached at 202-358-6419.

Sincerely,

/s/

Berthy De La Rosa-Aponte, Chair

Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel
Page 2 of 2
Ms. Berthy De La Rosa-Aponte, Chair

Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel

400 Virginia Avenue, Suite 700


Washington, DC 20024
Dear Ms. De La Rosa-Aponte:
Commissioner Barnhart has asked me to respond to your recent letter regarding providing work report receipts to our beneficiaries with disabilities. Thank you for providing the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel's (the Panel) thoughts on this matter.

As you indicate in your letter, section 202 of the Social Security Protection Act of 2004 (SSPA) requires us to issue a receipt when a title II or title XVI blind or disability beneficiary reports a change in work activity, or gives us evidence of a change in earnings. The law provides that we are to issue a receipt each time a report is made until we establish a centralized computer file that will electronically record the information about the change in work activity and the date that the report was made.

On October 18, 2005, we published a Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (NPRM) in the Federal Register at 70 FR 60463 and provided a 60-day comment period. We received several comments, one of which is the issue you present in this letter. We will consider this comment as we develop the Final Rules.

As you may be aware, we made the decision to issue receipts for reported work activity well before the enactment of the SSPA. The statute does not, and the proposed rules in the NPRM would not, require we stop issuinp those receipts. Rather, the rules in the NPRM would provide us the flexibility to determine the most appropriate actions to take, while still providing receipts to those beneficiaries who wish them.

You expressed an interest in learning more about demonstrations or other initiatives that SSA has planned or underway to address earnings reporting, work overpayments, and waivers and to receive updates on data available on these issues. You may contact Chris Silanskis, SSA's Designated Federal Official for the Ticket Advisory Panel, and he will work with you or other panel members towards this endeavor. Chris can be contacted at 410 965-7899 or by email at chistopher.silankis@ssa.gov.
I appreciate the Panel's interest in this issue and your recommendation. If I can be of any further assistance, please let me know.
Sincerely,
//•  [image: image3.png]



Martin H. Gerry Deputy Commissioner for

 




Disability and Income Security Programs
Congress of the United States

U.S. House of Representatives
COMMITTEE ON WAYS AND MEANS
1102 LONGWORTH HOUSE OFFICE BUILDING

(202)225-3625
Washington, DC 20515-6318
http://waysandmeans.house.gov
SUBCOMMITTEE ON SOCIAL SECURITY
August 4, 2006
Berthy De la Rosa-Aponte, Chair

Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel 

400 Virginia Avenue, SW, Suite 700 

Washington, D.C. 20024
Dear Mrs. De la Rosa-Aponte:
We thank you and all of the Panel members for your important contributions to the implementation of the Ticket to Work program and its related work incentives. We greatly appreciate the Panel's efforts to keep Congress informed of its work.
Congress established the Panel because implementing the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999 (P.L. 106-170) was a major new undertaking for the Social Security Administration (SSA), and the SSA had long been criticized for its problems in effectively administering work incentives. Successful implementation has required a cultural shift within the Agency and in how the Agency is perceived by beneficiaries and those who assist them. The Panel continues to play a critical role in facilitating this shift.
As the Panel works to fulfill its statutory mission over its final 17 months of operation, we urge you to continue and strengthen your efforts to oversee and promote the Ticket to Work and related work incentives programs (e.g., Medicaid buy-in, expedited reinstatement of benefits), to recommend needed legislative changes to strengthen these programs, to help market the "new and improved" Ticket program once the proposed regulation is finalized, and to look for ways to address low participation by beneficiaries.
Under the Panel's strategic plan, we anticipate that the work of Continuous Improvement Committee (to improve the implementation and marketing of the Ticket and work incentives programs) and the Beneficiary Voice Committee (to incorporate beneficiary feedback in the Ticket program) will provide specific recommendations for program improvements. In support of the Panel's efforts, our staff has shared with the Panel's Executive Director a list of implementation issues that remain of interest to the Subcommittee (attached). We appreciated the information that was presented to our staff on July 18 in response to that list, and the opportunity to discuss the Subcommittee's concerns about SSA's implementation of the Ticket program and the Panel's role in that process. We look forward to learning more about how the Panel is addressing these and other implementation issues.
Subcommittee on Social Security 
August 4, 2006 Page 2
However, we are concerned that the work of the "Transformation" Committee which, according to the strategic plan and what we have learned of the Committee's work to date, appears to go well beyond the Panel's mandate. The statute specified two areas on which the Panel was to provide insight and advice to Congress, the President, and the Commissioner of Social Security: work incentives, planning and assistance; and the implementation of the Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency Program. But it appears that the Committee is exploring broad new approaches potentially encompassing all areas of disability policy. As an alternative to using the Panel's final two years to develop a new "national employment and investment policy," we would support the Panel exploring ways to "transform" interagency coordination and collaboration concerning employment supports for those with disabilities, and ways to "transform" the relationships between employers and Ticket program participants (beneficiaries, ENs, and state VR agencies).
Thank you for your dedicated public service and for your commitment to improving the lives of people with disabilities. Should you have any questions, please feel free to contact Kim Hildred, Staff Director, Subcommittee on Social Security, at 225-9263 or Kathryn Olson, Staff Director, Democratic Staff, at 225-4021.
With kindest regards, we are
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JIM McCRERY         
Sander Levin
Chairman
Ranking Member
Sincerely yours,
cc: 
Commissioner of Social Security

Ticket to Work and Work Incentive Advisory Panel Members
Attachment
ATTACHMENT

Ticket to Work Implementation Issues
1) Work-Issue CDRs: Encouraging the SSA to improve its processing of work-issue CDRs in a timely way, so beneficiaries can have confidence that it is "safe" to attempt work without risking thousands of dollars of overpayments.
2) Marketing/Outreach:
a) Monitoring the marketing contractor's efforts - ensuring it is conducting effective and aggressive marketing, now and once the "new" Ticket program regulations are issued, to: i)   beneficiaries, ii) ENs, iii) employers, iv) advocacy groups, etc.
3)
SSA's Work Incentive Liaisons:
a) Are these liaisons effective? How does the SSA measure their effectiveness?
b) Have work-incentive activities been sidelined so that staff can deal with the backlog of cases?
4)
Benefits Planning Assistance Outreach: What is the status of this aspect of the Ticket program?
a) Are grants/contracts being awarded in all areas of the country?
b) Are services being delivered?
c) Is the information provided accurate and helpful?
d) Do beneficiaries have access to these services?
e) Any feedback from beneficiaries on the quality of services received?
f) Is there outreach?
g) Are enough services/counselors available?
5)
Protection and Advocacy services:
a) How are these services being used?
b) Docs the SSA have statistics on their use?
c) Any feedback from beneficiaries on the quality of services received?
d) Is there outreach?
6)
EN Issues:
a)
Promoting EN Best Practices (Is MAXIMUS doing this?)
i)   how to find clients,
ii)  how to be economically effective, and 

iii) how to work with VR agencies.
b)
Barriers to EN participation:
i)   Administrative issues?
ii)  Payment processing/liquidity issues? 

iii) Access to capital issues? 

iv) Other issues?
c) Recruiting ENS, and reengaging those who signed up but are not active? (Is MAXIMUS doing this?)
d) Exploring the possibility of including other entities as ENs:
i)   VA employment services?
ii) Tribal VR agencies?
iii) Employers? (How to engage major employers and staffing service providers to consider the Ticket program?)
7) Other Work Incentives: Are they effective?
a)
Health Insurance:
i)  Are the Medicaid buy-ins working?
(1) Are beneficiaries aware of them?
(2) Are they using the buy-ins to return to work and still get needed medical and ongoing care?
(3) What is the level of state activity? Are the states expanding or contracting their buy-in programs?
(4) What are the statistics for program participation?
                 ii) Extended Medicare - are beneficiaries aware of this program, is it working?
b)
Expedited Reinstatement:
i)   Statistics on its use.
ii)  Is Expedited Reinstatement effective?

iii) Do beneficiaries know about it? What outreach activities are being conducted so that beneficiaries will feel safer in attempting to work?

iv) Can beneficiaries rely on expedited reinstatement? 

v)  What have been beneficiaries' actual experiences with it?
c)
PASS program for SSI recipients:
i)   Are they being used?
ii)  Is outreach sufficient?
iii) Is SSA administering the PASS program so that beneficiaries can effectively use a PASS?
8)
Adequacy of incentives (AOI): Now that SSA has published its proposed rule to change the EN payment system, has there been any other activity in related to AOI?
9)
Evaluation Activities:
a) Status of recently completed studies? Ongoing studies? (either the Panel's or others')
b) What have been the recommendations of the studies - are they being followed? Why or why not?
10) Status of SSA's Ticket-authorized Demonstration Projects: These projects have been under development for a number of years. Why has it taken so long to get them off the ground?
11) SSA's Contractual Approach: Is the SSA's 'Two Program Managers' approach an improvement over its prior approach? Arc there better alternatives?
12) Advisory Panel Outreach:
a) Outreach via the Panel's meetings, publications, presence of its members in their communities.
b) Use of Panel's website as an outreach tool.
c) Panel oversight of the SSA's Ticket "Work Site" website, and the SSI Work Incentives website:
i)   Is k up-to-date?
ii)  Easy to navigate?
iii) Does it serve the needs of beneficiaries, their families, public/private agencies seeking information, ENs, possible employers? iv) Does it use appropriate-reading-level terminology for its intended audiences?
d) Obtain views of beneficiaries, ENs, VR agencies and others on what implementation difficulties they are facing, and their ideas to improve the Ticket program.
e) Beneficiary Summit: Use the summit to promote the idea of institutionalizing a beneficiary voice with the SSA.
f) Other return-to-work-related Federal programs for people with disabilities:
i)   Panel is uniquely positioned to analyze interactions among various Federal programs with the Ticket program, ii) Panel can advocate for improved federal coordination of existing policies and programs.
13)
Panel's research/briefing papers:
a)
What briefing papers are currently pending/expected? (either in-house or contracted out)
14)
Final regulation issues:
a) Is the SSA's publication of the final rule still on track for this fall?
b) How does the Panel plan to actively support its implementation?
c) Will the Panel examine relations between VR and ENs under the new regulation?
15)
Panel's Final Report (2007):
a) Are there legislative changes to the Ticket Program and related work incentives (health insurance, expedited reinstatement, PASS program, etc.) that the Panel recommends?
b) What is the justification for them? For each recommended change, the Panel should demonstrate a well-documented need and policy, linked to its published papers, research, and discussions (see #13 above).
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ticket to work & work incentives advisory panel

August 29, 2006

The Honorable Jim McCrery, Chairman

Social Security Subcommittee

House Ways and Means Committee

U.S. House of Representatives

Room B-316 Rayburn House Office Building

Washington, DC 20515

The Honorable Sander Levin, Ranking Member

Social Security Subcommittee

House Ways and Means Committee

U.S. House of Representatives

Room 1106 Longworth House Office Building

Washington, DC 20515

Dear Chairman McCrery and Ranking Member Levin:

I am writing on behalf of the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel (the Panel) to thank you for the letter you sent the Panel on August 4, 2006.  We appreciate your continuing interest in the Panel’s work and offering your guidance on the Panel’s priorities through our sunset date of December 2007.  We recognize the importance and significance of your letter and want to communicate that our subcommittees are working to address your concerns.

We are grateful for the many opportunities we have had to discuss our work with your staff.  We would now appreciate an opportunity to meet with you to discuss our efforts to transform the relationships between Federal agencies that provide employment supports for people with disabilities and between employers and Ticket program participants, as well as our ongoing efforts to review and monitor Ticket implementation and work incentives.  We could either meet at your office or perhaps ask you to speak to the Panel during an upcoming quarterly Panel meeting. 

400 Virginia Avenue SW. Suite 700, Washington DC 20024

Phone: 202-358-6430 • Fax: 202-358-6440 

Website: www.ssa.gov/work/panel   • E-mail: TWWIIAPanel@ssa.gov
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The Panel’s Executive Director, Jill Houghton, will be in touch with your staff to discuss this invitation further. Please direct any questions to her at 202-358-6419.

Again, we thank you for your continuing interest in the Panel’s work.  We are particularly grateful for your support of the work of our Beneficiary Voice Subcommittee.  Elevating and incorporating the perspective of beneficiaries is one of the Panel’s core goals. We hope to work even more closely with your offices as we complete our work by December 2007.

Sincerely,

/s/

Berthy De La Rosa-Aponte

Page 2 of 2
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ticket to work & work incentives advisory panel

September 28, 2006

Jo Anne B. Barnhart, Commissioner

Social Security Administration

100 Altmeyer Building

6401 Security Boulevard

Baltimore, MD  21235-6401

RE:
Notice of Proposed Rule Making:  Amendments to the Ticket to Work and Self-
Sufficiency Program (Volume 70, Number 189), Publication of Final Rule
Dear Commissioner Barnhart:

On September 30, 2005, SSA published the Notice of Proposed Rule Making (NPRM), “Amendments to the Ticket to Work and Self-Sufficiency Program.”  It is now the first anniversary of the publication of these proposed amendments.  I am writing on behalf of the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel (the Panel) to communicate that we are anxiously awaiting the release of the final regulations and to note that the April 24, 2006 Unified Regulatory Agenda reported an expected publication date of August 2006.  

As you know, these proposed regulations address critical deterrents to the participation of Employment Networks (ENs) in the Ticket program.  We are gravely concerned that not having the final regulations published yet is severely dampening the enthusiasm of EN participation. Without a reenergized pool of providers to choose from, the Ticket remains a hollow promise for thousands of beneficiaries with disabilities who could be moving toward becoming economically self-sufficient.
400 Virginia Avenue SW. Suite 700, Washington DC 20024

Phone: 202-358-6430 • Fax: 202-358-6440 
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The Panel, as well as many others, commented favorably on the NPRM last year.  We now urge your strong commitment to issuing the final regulations as soon as possible, but not later than this fall. 

Sincerely,

[image: image11]
Berthy De La Rosa-Aponte

Chair

Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel
cc:
The Honorable President George W. Bush


The Honorable Charles Grassley


Chairman, Senate Finance Committee


The Honorable Max Baucus 

Ranking Member, Senate Finance Committee

The Honorable Rick Santorum 

Chairman, Senate Subcommittee on Social Security & Family Policy

The Honorable Kent Conrad 

Ranking Member, Senate Subcommittee on Social Security & Family Policy

The Honorable Bill Thomas

Chairman, House Committee on Ways and Means 

The Honorable Charles Rangel

Ranking Democrat, House Committee on Ways and Means
The Honorable James McCrery

Chairman, House Social Security Subcommittee
The Honorable Sander Levin

Ranking Democrat, House Social Security Subcommittee
Page 2 of 2
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ticket to work & work incentives advisory panel

October 4, 2006

Jo Anne B. Barnhart, Commissioner

Social Security Administration

100 Altmeyer Building

6401 Security Boulevard

Baltimore, MD  21235-6401

RE:
Cooperative Agreements for Work Incentives Planning and Assistance Projects; 
Program Announcement No. SSA–OESP–06–1

Dear Commissioner Barnhart:

As you know, the Social Security Administration (SSA) published a Request for Application for Work Incentives Planning and Assistance (WIPA) Program cooperative agreements in May 2006, with an award date of September 30, 2006.  These cooperative agreements are replacing SSA’s Benefits Planning Assistance and Outreach (BPAO) Program and will emphasize work incentives, return to work supports, and work for beneficiaries.

On behalf of the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel, we want to express our support for this change.  We consider it a natural next step in helping beneficiaries begin moving toward self sufficiency through work.

Now that SSA has awarded the cooperative agreements, we have questions about SSA’s plans for transitioning from the former BPAO Program to the WIPA Program.  This plan has implications for the seamless transition of essential services to Social Security beneficiaries.  

On October 18, 2006, the Panel will be holding a teleconference from 2:00 p.m. to 4:00 p.m. ET.  We would like a representative from SSA to respond to the attached questions about the Agency’s transition plans.  It is essential that beneficiaries who had been receiving services from a BPAO not have gaps in service if their BPAO was not awarded funding as a new WIPA or if they live in an area not covered by a WIPA.  

400 Virginia Avenue SW. Suite 700, Washington DC 20024

Phone: 202-358-6430 • Fax: 202-358-6440 
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We look forward to hearing the Agency’s responses to these questions.  Once we determine which representative from SSA will be addressing these questions, we’ll share logistical information for connecting to the Panel’s teleconference.   Please direct any questions to the Panel’s Executive Director, Jill Houghton.  She can be reached at 202-358-6419.

Sincerely,
/s/

Berthy De La Rosa-Aponte

Chair

Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel
Attachment

Page 2 of 2

ATTACHMENT

Questions to SSA:  BPAOs to WIPAs, Transition Issues

Geographic Coverage by Work Incentives Planning and Assistance (WIPA) Programs

1.
Please provide a national listing of counties with WIPA coverage.  
2.
Are there specific geographic areas where there is not currently WIPA coverage? Please provide a national listing of counties with no coverage.
3.
What is the Agency's plan for ensuring that beneficiaries in geographic areas not covered by a current WIPA have access to high quality, state-specific benefits assistance? 

· Is one option to address the gaps through the use of a 1-800 number? If so, would this system be adequate?  How would this service be marketed to beneficiaries?

· How accessible will these services be for individuals who are deaf, hard of hearing or from linguistically diverse groups?


Caseload Transition

5.
We understand that some past BPAO Programs were not re-funded and/or their geographic coverage areas were changed.  How many active cases are represented
by these programs?  What is the Agency's plan for transitioning these active case files to newly funded WIPAs?

6.
How do we ensure that beneficiaries’ files can be handed from a former BPAO to a new WIPA, given HIPAA privacy issues?  Is a plan in place?

7.
For those beneficiaries who are currently receiving service and will need to transfer to a new provider.  How will they be informed of this change? Who will inform them? When will they be informed?

8.
There will likely be some beneficiaries in uncovered areas who will go without active benefits and work incentives planning supports for a period of time.  What is the Agency's plan for forgiving potential overpayments that may occur as a result of SSA's lack of seamless planning for essential supports beneficiaries need?

Training and Technical Assistance

9.
On October 3, 2006, SSA published a pre-solicitation notice (SSA-RFP-07-1006) for a training and technical assistance contract for WIPA and PABSS programs.  The solicitation is scheduled to be released on or about October 27, 2006.  What are the Agency’s plans for providing training and technical assistance to newly-awarded WIPAs until the contract is in place?
10.
The move from a BPAO Program to a WIPA Program represents a fairly large ideological shift in the delivery of benefits and work incentives planning, assistance, and outreach.  What is the Agency's plan for ensuring that WIPA personnel trained and credentialed under over the past five years are aligned with the new priorities?
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ticket to work & work incentives advisory panel

November 6, 2006

Jo Anne B. Barnhart, Commissioner

Social Security Administration

100 Altmeyer Building

6401 Security Boulevard

Baltimore, MD  21235-6401

RE:
Marketing the Ticket to Work Program and Work Incentives
Dear Commissioner Barnhart:

The Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel (the Panel) eagerly awaits the publication of the Ticket final regulations this fall. The implementation of an effective marketing plan for the enhanced program, as well as work incentive provisions, is critical to the future success of the Agency's comprehensive return to work initiative.  Toward that end, the Panel has the responsibility and statutory charge to provide guidance on the Ticket to Work program and work incentive provisions.  
To date, the Panel has received partial information about the Agency’s progress developing the marketing plan.  We would welcome the opportunity to review and comment on the Agency’s draft comprehensive marketing plan for the enhanced Ticket to Work program and work incentive provisions prior to release of the final regulations.  The roll out of the Agency's marketing plan should correspond with the release of the final regulations and, to expedite our input, receipt of this plan is essential.

400 Virginia Avenue SW. Suite 700, Washington DC 20024

Phone: 202-358-6430 • Fax: 202-358-6440 
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We look forward to receiving this information as soon as possible.  After reviewing the material, we would like to meet with designated staff from SSA to discuss our comments.  Please direct any questions to the Panel’s Executive Director, Jill Houghton.  She can be reached at 202-358-6419.

Sincerely,
Berthy De La Rosa-Aponte

Chair

Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel
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ticket to work & work incentives advisory panel

November 30, 2006

Jo Anne B. Barnhart, Commissioner

Social Security Administration

100 Altmeyer Building

6401 Security Boulevard

Baltimore, MD  21235-6401

RE:
Publication of Final Rule, Ticket to Work and Self-
Sufficiency Program; 
Follow-Up to Panel’s September 28, 2006 Letter
Dear Commissioner Barnhart:
During the Social Security Administration’s update at the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel’s November 2006 Quarterly Meeting, we learned that the issuance of the final Ticket regulations will be delayed until Spring 2007 to address problems with the “Ticket to Use” question that were raised in the September 30, 2005 Notice of Proposed Rule Making.  While we commend the Agency for wanting to correct a problem that could affect the training progress of Social Security beneficiaries in higher education, we believe this is a separate issue that should be addressed apart from the release of the final Ticket regulations.
Social Security beneficiaries and Employment Networks (ENs) have shared their concerns with the Panel about the current program and the need for the improved regulations to be published right away.  For example, at our November 2006 Quarterly Meeting, a representative from the Marriott Foundation’s Bridges from School to Work program reported that the funding arrangements under the proposed new regulations would allow the organization to roll out their program in six other states and that, without the new regulations, the organization could no longer afford to be an EN in Chicago. 
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We ask you to reconsider the decision to delay release of the final Ticket regulations and note that this delay also affects the Agency’s plan to market the Ticket program, along with work incentives programs.  We request the opportunity to meet with you to discuss the Agency’s rationale for delay.  Jill Houghton, the Panel’s Executive Director, will contact your office to make arrangements.

Sincerely,

[image: image18]
Berthy De La Rosa-Aponte

Chair

Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel
cc:
The Honorable President George W. Bush


The Honorable Charles Grassley


Chairman, Senate Finance Committee


The Honorable Max Baucus 

Ranking Member, Senate Finance Committee

The Honorable Rick Santorum 

Chairman, Senate Subcommittee on Social Security & Family Policy

The Honorable Kent Conrad 

Ranking Member, Senate Subcommittee on Social Security & Family Policy

The Honorable Bill Thomas

Chairman, House Committee on Ways and Means 

The Honorable Charles Rangel

Ranking Democrat, House Committee on Ways and Means
The Honorable James McCrery

Chairman, House Social Security Subcommittee
The Honorable Sander Levin

Ranking Democrat, House Social Security Subcommittee
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“As you know, these proposed regulations address critical deterrents to the participation of Employment Networks (ENs) in the Ticket program.  We are gravely concerned that not having the final regulations published yet is severely dampening the enthusiasm of EN participation. Without a reenergized pool of providers to choose from, the Ticket remains a hollow promise for thousands of beneficiaries with disabilities who could be moving toward becoming economically self-sufficient.”


”


Panel Letter to Commissioner of SSA


November 30, 2006








“I always tell people, it is okay to be a woman, just don’t be a poor woman.  It’s okay to be a person of color, but please don’t be poor and also a person of color.  It’s okay to be old, but please don’t be poor.  You can be disabled and you can achieve a fairly high standard of living in this country, but not if your disability is surrounded with poverty.”





Frances Gracechild, Panel Member


Director of the Independent Living Center


Sacramento, CA


Comment at the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel Quarterly Meeting


Washington, DC


June 8, 2006





 





“Either I have to figure out a way to keep benefits (personal assistance services through Medicaid), so that I can get up in the morning, get dressed and go to work, or I will just have to lay in bed all day, which means not only am I not going to work, but then I will stay on these benefits. It just makes a lot more sense to me to help people get out and get into the workforce and they can pay taxes and help pay for some of these services that they are receiving.”





David Cox


Engineer, Stockton, AL


Public Comment at the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel


Quarterly Meeting


Washington, DC


August 17, 2006





 





“It’s great to have a system in place, but if you don’t have the right people in the right places with the right qualifications and the right training then you are almost guaranteed not to be as successful as you could.”





Robert Robertson


Director, Government’s Accountability Office


Education, Workforce and Income Security Group


Testimony at the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel Quarterly Meeting


San Juan, PR


February 1, 2006





“It's critical that we get state and local level folks to be doing this same kind of discussion and problem solving that we are trying to do at the federal level so that the services can be more seamless.”





Marlene Simon-Burroughs


Associate Division Director


Office of Special Education Programs


U.S. Department of Education





“It is not that you want to leave your goals aside. It’s just that simply the barriers are too many and you can’t achieve them.”





Isabel Torres


Public Comment at the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives


Advisory Panel Quarterly Meeting


San Juan, PR


February 3, 2006





“I’ve googled, researched, read, and asked questions from the person who answers the phone at the help desk all the way up to the director of programs, agencies, and fellow researchers to gain a fuller understanding of the work incentives program. Yet, I am stopped dead in my tracks when it come to knowing what to do and how to survive Social Security, access the Ticket program, and survive the mazes created from the bureaucratic layers that Andy and I must traverse for him to have a life like yours.”





Donna Martinez


Mother of Andy, Ticket holder


Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel Quarterly Meeting


Washington, DC


August 16-18, 2006

















� In May 2006, the Social Security Administration (SSA) issued a new competitive Request for Application (RFA) for the former Benefits Planning, Assistance and Outreach (BPAO) Program. The Program was renamed the Work Incentives Planning and Assistance (WIPA) Program due to its increased emphasis on work incentives, return to work supports and jobs for beneficiaries. The new WIPA Program became effective on September 30, 2006. 


� The General Accounting Office (GAO) changed its name to the Government Accountability Office in 2004.


� Social Security Administration Quarterly Update on the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act Implementation.  Fourth Fiscal Quarter of 2006.


� Ibid.


� Annual Interim Reports of the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Advisory Panel to the President and Congress: Year Five, December 2005 and Year Six, March 2006.


� “Cash cliff” refers to the fact that SSDI beneficiaries lose all cash benefits when they reach the SGA threshold for earnings.  “Parking” applies to beneficiaries who manage their earnings to ensure that they do not exceed the SGA threshold.  This can be a fiscally sound choice for a beneficiary because earnings need to be significantly above SGA to offset the loss of benefits.





i
Annual Report to the President and Congress


