Editor’s Column

Since the last issue of The Spectator, the National Federation of the Blind has been actively engaged in improving the lives of blind Marylanders in a variety of ways.

On the morning of October 3, 2007, members of the NFB of Maryland turned out to express our concern about the risks quiet cars pose to our safety and freedom of movement. We urged the Maryland Department of the Environment (MDE) to adopt regulatory language that ensures that low-emission vehicles produce sound so that we may identify their presence in or near our path. We had over 140 excited and energized members marching, chanting, and holding placards outside the offices of the MDE, and during the public hearing members gave affecting and enlightening testimony to Secretary Shari Wilson and other agency members. Secretary Wilson pledged to work with the NFB to make certain that laws that benefit the environment of this state are not detrimental to its blind citizens. Several media outlets were present to observe the protest and speak to members about the issue. The Braille Monitor provided thorough coverage on the event in their November 2007 issue. 

Witnessing Federationist action to resolve a worrisome issue, our friend to the north, Mary Ellen Gabias, wrote a song that incisively captured our concerns with humor and flair. The NFB of Maryland, with Tom Bickford singing and Chris Danielsen accompanying, has already produced this song; to hear it go to: http://quietcars.nfb.org/Hybrid%20Car%20Song.mp3
The Hybrid Car Song

By Mary Ellen Gabias

(sung to the tune of Surrey With a Fringe On Top)
Kids and dogs won't know when to scurry.
Silent death arrives in a hurry.
All who walk have reason to worry
'Bout the hybrid car.
We all want to stop the polluting,
Save a lot of gas while commuting.
If they made sound there'd be no disputing
With the hybrid car.
Saving the planet we all hold dear.
Nobody wants to destroy it.
Please make cars pedestrians can hear
'Cause we want to be 'round to enjoy it.
We don't need a noisy vrum-vrumming,
Just a simple audible humming,
So that we can know when you're coming

In a hybrid car.

Then we all can walk with safety on the street

Without fear that we will accidentally meet
A hybrid car.

In early November the NFB of Maryland held its annual statewide convention, with 293 members in attendance. The convention began on a high note on Friday evening as enthusiastic Federationists gathered to hear our members show off their musical talents. On Saturday, the day began with reports by Parnell Diggs and Dr. Gosse on the activities and concerns of, respectively, the Federation throughout the nation and affiliate; President Gosse’s remarks are available in this issue.

We heard from individuals who work from home, possibly in their pajamas. Sharon Maneki led a panel discussing how, through dedicated and determined collective action, we in the NFBMD can achieve our goals and make Maryland better for blind children. Highlights of that panel were from two of our youngest Federationists, Joshua Lipsey and Alexander Grigalus-Kern. Joshua entertained the crowd with his rap song about how it is cool to be a Braille reader. Alexander, our latest Braille Readers Are Leaders contest winner, having read 1,136 pages during the contest period, was more than able to read Dr. Seuss’s book Oh, the Places You’ll Go to assembled Federationists. Irene Padilla and Jill Lewis gave information on current programs and progress at the Maryland State Library for the Blind and Physically Handicapped. 

After lunch, Michael Dalto, past Executive Director of Maryland Technology Assistance Program, spoke about access technology and the Employed Individuals with Disabilities Program. Eileen Rivera-Ley, current Editor of Publishing for the recently revamped Voice of the Diabetic, spoke about the impact of diabetes on her family and discussed changes to the magazine. Her husband Tom Ley educated the assembled membership about the Diabetes Action Network and improvements in technology used by blind individuals with diabetes. James Omvig and Renee West illustrated and illuminated Federation history and philosophy through the medium of our songs, featuring the theme of Federation’s collective action. Steve Brand, in Scott White’s stead, informed us about new features and improvements in NFB Newsline, including the addition of television listings and an ability to send the newspapers to subscribers using the Victor Reader Stream. Sue Schaefer, Director of the Office for Blindness and Vision Services (OBVS). She discussed how OBVS has helped Federationists to pursue their career goals, and encouraged members to apply to manage facilities for the Business Enterprise Program. She also noted that OBVS partnering with NFB to serve youth and seniors through different programs, and that OBVS staff are receiving training by the NFB for specialized services. Fred Puente, director of Blind Industries and Services of Maryland (BISM) shared with members recent changes to the programs and services of BISM, including the acquisition of a spring to bottle its water, and opening new stores completely accessible to blind employees. Mr. Puente also informed the assembled Federationists that the NFB will be partnering with BISM to provide services to the blind children of Maryland, and that, in the year 2008, BISM will have been in existence for 100 years. After his presentation, Sharon Maneki presented to Mr. Puente the case of a BISM employee who wishes to receive training but is concerned about the deleterious effects of not receiving his salary during the duration of his training. She encouraged BISM to “put the belief into action” and help blind people become fully independent by continuing to offer their salary during their training period.

Saturday night saw Federationists decked out in their finest. We were eager to be inspired by our national representative, Parnell Diggs, and eager also to celebrate our unity and pride in our organization with a demonstration of our commitment by donations totaling  $11,483 by the membership during the evening.

On Sunday morning, the NFB of Maryland began our day with a send-off by Mr. Parnell Diggs. The nominating committee presented Federationists with nominees for three board positions, and with the agreement of the assembled Federationists, Melissa Riccobono and Renee West were elected, and Pauline Johnson re-elected to the board of the NFB of Maryland. Marc Riccobono shared with members programs and activities of the Jernigan Institute, focusing on the successful Youth Slam event. Four of our members, Jason Polansky, Nikki Singh, Chris Danielsen and Mary Jo Thorpe, spoke of their experiences at NFB training centers and the positive impact that they have had on their lives. John Pare gave attention to our efforts to educate the government and the public about the dangers that quiet cars pose to our safety, and ultimately, to our freedom. He spoke of a meeting with an official from General Motors who issues policy for the company as regards noise emissions, and who chairs the International Standards Organization committee on Automotive Noise, who he believes will bring our perspective to his employer and other influential parties. Jesse Hardle discussed the progress of getting accessible textbooks in a timely manner to blind students, and James McCarthy provided information about Social Security, and our efforts in ensuring that blind recipients of SSDI are not discouraged from working for fear of losing their benefits. Rosy Caranza led a panel of teens that attended the convention to share with us their experiences. Towards the end of the day, the membership conducted Federation business; the Treasurer’s Report was provided, and resolutions were voted upon, with all resolutions passing; these resolutions are provided inside.

Throughout the convention, members present in the room could receive door prizes and bid on auction items. Many thanks to Terri Uttermohlen, our Auction Goddess, and Darlene Barrett, our Door Prize Diva, for their hard work. The generous (and apparently hungry) Federationists brought the total earnings from auction items to over $2200.

On January 17th, the National Federation of the Blind of Maryland went in strong force to Annapolis to lobby the Maryland General Assembly. Inside, you’ll find more information about that event and the fact sheets we provided to Assembly members. 

*

President Michael Gosse’s

State of the Affiliate Presentation

Editor’s Note: As this report was not made available to me I have transcribed this presentation from recordings of the convention. I have endeavored to faithfully record the speech as it was presented, however, there may be some slight errors throughout.

You know, when I left convention last year as a newly elected president, there were a lot of things going through my head. We of course had our president retire, our editor of the Spectator retire, our door prize chairperson retire, and I obviously couldn’t continue on as the auctioneer, being head of the auction again the following year, and these things were in the forefront of my mind. Also in the forefront of my mind was where we were going to hold next year’s convention and, as you notice, we’re here in Ocean City. There were a few things that weren’t in my mind and I’m going to go through some of those as I present this Presidential Report. But it occurred to me since that time that when you take on a new task there are essentially four stages of development, and I present them like this. The unconsciously incompetent, which means you don’t know what you don’t know, the consciously incompetent, which is when you’re painfully aware of everything that you don’t know, the consciously competent when you have figured things out but you still have to think about them to make them happen, and the unconsciously competent is when these things just come naturally to you, you’re just in the flow and you know how things should go but you don’t have to think about them, they just happen. Unfortunately for most people, you never really understand when you’ve moved into the last stage, and sometimes not into even the second-to-last stage. When I left here a year ago, clearly I was unconsciously incompetent. If I thought the only thing I had to worry about was the door prize chairman I would have had a good year. And I think we had a good year, but at that point those weren’t the things at the forefront of my mind. As we went forward through the year, fortunately I had the support, guidance, wisdom and ever-knowing presence of Sharon Maneki; she did not go anywhere. As we moved forward I wondered, “Does the president define the character of the organization?” I worried about that because I’m no Sharon Maneki. We’re different people, and also she’s had twenty years of experience at the job and she has clearly moved on to the unconsciously competent stage, things just happen for her naturally. But it did make me wonder whether, changing to the engineering mindset of a Ph.D. in electrical engineering from the wisdom of a former schoolteacher and all her background, would it change the character of our organization here in Maryland. But as I moved through the year, it became obvious to me that the organization defines the character of the organization, that members and our actions as a whole define how we are viewed externally, how we accomplish our goals, how we go about our business. The first chance we really had to demonstrate that, after our convention last year, was in our trip to Annapolis where, with only the second year of presenting our legislation on higher education access to textbooks, we were successful in pushing the motion through both of the legislative chambers (the House of Delegates and the Senate) and getting it signed by the Governor. For those of you who weren’t around for every single session and meeting, we had to take an opportunity to actually sit down with the publishers and convince them that this was not a bad thing for them to have a standard method of producing textbooks for college students that was managed by a single location so that they could deal with only one set of regulations, only one set of copies of the books in Maryland, but we did sit down with them and we did get them somewhat on our side, enough to have them not oppose this legislation as it moved forward. But at the same time, in Annapolis we discovered some other things that were happening that we needed to pay attention to. As always, there are issues with voting these days and we had to make sure that when voting legislation passed, that we got to keep the right to cast an independent, secret ballot in the same manner as sighted people. We also came across a little legislation that said we need to have cleaner cars in Maryland and we knew that that was an issue for us. And that one was some of the fastest moving legislation you have ever seen. That was going to go through without any trouble, but we stood up and we said hey, we need to stop for just a second and consider the implications of this for blind people, and we got language in that legislation, although it hasn’t produced any fruit yet, but we did get language in that legislation saying that you had to consider the impact on the blind when you make quiet cars, clean cars, but mostly it was quiet cars. So by the time we got to Annapolis, I think I was clearly in the consciously incompetent stage. But then some things happened to me that I’m sure actually never happened to Sharon. I was in my office one day working on Newsline as I do most days, that means nights, weekends, and holidays, but I was in the office when my mother-in-law called me up and said somebody’s at the door for a meeting, and I said, I’m not having a meeting with anybody today. They say that they’re here to meet with Dr. Maurer. This probably never happened to Sharon because her address was in Columbia, Maryland, and when somebody looked up National Federation of the Blind in Baltimore, they got the NFB of Maryland, they got my address, and they thought that’s where that the National Center for the Blind was. I hope they got to Dr. Maurer for that meeting. We sent them in the right direction after that. And then of course, as you go through the year, we get the calls for help, from parents, from members, from students. And when you’re in the consciously incompetent stage, the one thing that you really reach out for is who are the people who are competent in this particular area, because we can’t all be competent in every area. So when I got a call from Sabrina Richardson saying that she was being kept from participating fully in a child-care training class to get her ninety-hour certificate, I thought, well I know something about this but I’m no expert. Now, one thing that this did do for me was it made me mad because what somebody was saying was a blind person isn’t competent to raise children. They might not have thought of it that way, but when you say that a blind person can’t be part of a daycare facility that’s what you’re saying, is that parents, blind parents, can’t be competent around their own children. And as you may know, I have a five and seven year old and if someone came up to me and tried to take those kids away, they would be in for a fight. Now fortunately I was in training at the time for some endurance events and I had some of my best times on the treadmill the next two days because I just kept getting madder and madder and I would run as hard as I could. So we dealt with Johns Hopkins who was running this program and I got Charlie Brown involved and he talked lawyer talk to them with lawyers on their side because as soon as we said we’re not going to stand for this, they got their lawyers involved, and we also reached out to Sue Schaefer at the Office of Blindness and Vision Services because they wanted somebody in authority to come in and say that, well, yes, blind people can have daycare jobs, and to see what accommodations the daycare facility needed to have, which turned out to be Braille labels on things (laughter) yeah, this is high-tech stuff. So in the end we secured that opportunity but of course, they dragged their feet enough so that that particular ninety-hour training session had passed. But now Sabrina can sign up for the next one that fits her schedule and get her stipend for going through the program and get her ninety-hour certificate, and hopefully, if she chooses to, open up a daycare facility of her own or work for somebody else. 

In the meantime, we had in February a leadership-training seminar at the National Center for the Blind for about thirty of the leaders here in Maryland; unfortunately, we couldn’t have three hundred of us, which is about how many people we have here today. We selected thirty people to spend the weekend at the National Center with leaders from Delaware and West Virginia, and during that time we were guided through some projects to learn how to do public speaking; you can judge at the end whether they had any effect on my particular public speaking, but we also had some breakout sessions where we thought of ideas on how to make chapter meetings more interesting. As I traveled around the state and gone to different chapter meetings I’ve been excited to see some of those ideas being put in place. Now that does not mean that the meetings used to be boring, but we have new ideas, fresh ideas and as we get together as a group more often and share those ideas we will have vibrant chapter meetings, we’ll have great Meet the Blind Month experiences. Also, because we have Chris Danielsen and Dan Frye here we have our own people for the scary Halloween at the mall things; we’d be very successful. So of course we do in Maryland lead nationally in many areas, in attendance at the National Convention: as you know the one thing that Sharon didn’t so right in the last year of her presidency was that she lost the attendance banner when we were in Texas, but thanks to all of you and your great support we won that back in Atlanta and it’s hanging behind me. We also led in the number of people signed up for the March for Independence and I believe that probably when the sneakers hit the street in Atlanta we were probably leading the way there in the number of people there who marched. If you were one of the several hundred people from Maryland who marched that day, that was a phenomenal experience walking through the streets of Atlanta, hearing the speeches, and just sharing with the people who were marching around us, and, observing the citizens of Atlanta observing us as we marched through the streets. I don’t know what happened in the one intersection where we were stuck for so long, but it gave us a chance to mingle a little bit closer together and it was a great experience, marching through the streets in Atlanta, and I’m looking forward to marching in Dallas. So as we came towards the fall and I started planning this convention, recalling that when we planned a convention in Connecticut fifteen years ago now, that we were planning for sixty-to-seventy people, and when we started planning for this convention for three hundred people, again, some of the consciously incompetent started creeping back in again. Those who may have been paying attention might realize that the names that I’ve certainly left off the registration list are Alice and Michael Gosse. I did finally get my badge this morning, but I may not be in the drawing for door prizes. And then, of course, riding in the elevator in the National Center I chided a colleague about registering for the convention, and she said to me well, what I’m really looking forward to is your speech on Saturday morning and I said oh yeah, I have to do one of those. But as we’ve progressed through each of these milestones throughout the year it has become evident to me that the Maryland affiliate marches forward and carries the character of the National Federation of the Blind. I may help from time to time to guide you in the right direction or to bring up issues or to call on one of you who has a special expertise, but mostly it each one of you who makes the difference from day to day in the National Federation of the Blind of Maryland and to the lives of blind people in Maryland and throughout the country, and for that I thank you very much because together, all of us are unconsciously competent. Thank you.


*

 NFB MD. Resolution 2007-01

Regarding the Severed Relations Between NAC and the MSB

WHEREAS, the National Federation of the Blind has long identified the National Accreditation Council for Agencies Serving People with Blindness or Visual Impairment (NAC) as a regressive entity, guilty of endorsing inferior programs for blind consumers, complicit in promoting low-expectations for blind people, responsible for non-transparent deliberations, and indifferent to the need to adequately represent diverse voices of blind consumers on its governing board; and

WHEREAS, for many years officials of the Maryland School for the Blind (MSB) have—in direct contravention of the expressed opinion of blind consumers in this state—maintained an unfortunate relationship with NAC; and

WHEREAS, in June 2007 the Board of Directors of the Maryland School for the Blind finally directed that the relationship between NAC and the MSB be severed; and

WHEREAS, the decision to disassociate the Maryland School for the Blind from NAC affiliation promises to have long-term benefits for the quality of education that the school may provide and will serve to further diminish NAC’s influence in the blindness field: Now, therefore,

BE IT RESOLVED by the National Federation of the Blind of Maryland in convention assembled this eleventh day of November, 2007, in the City of Ocean City, Maryland, that we acknowledge and commend the Board of Directors of the Maryland School for the Blind for its wise and insightful decision to end the school’s affiliation with NAC.

*

NFB MD. Resolution 2007-02

Regarding State-Sponsored Funding of DORS

WHEREAS, the purpose of vocational rehabilitation is to provide blind persons with training and equipment to enable them to become independent, self sufficient citizens who are competitively employed; and 

WHEREAS, a key ingredient of successful rehabilitation is timely access to services; and

WHEREAS, since June 2007, blind clients who have been determined to be eligible for rehabilitation services have been placed in a "delayed status" until funds become available, which often means a delay of several months; and

WHEREAS, blind clients who have already made the decision to move forward with their lives are then forced to wait in limbo for these services, thereby causing them not only to lose valuable time in reaching their employment goals, but also frequently causing them to lose the confidence and courage needed to proceed with rehabilitation; and

WHEREAS, the Division of Rehabilitation Services (DORS), Maryland State Department of Education, has requested that Governor O'Malley include $4.1 Million in his fiscal 2009 budget to eliminate the list of clients on delayed status; and

WHEREAS, the expenditure of taxpayer dollars on rehabilitation services is a wise investment that far exceeds initial outlays because it turns blind persons from welfare recipients into life-long productive taxpayers: Now, therefore,

BE IT RESOLVED by the National Federation of the Blind of Maryland in Convention assembled this eleventh day of November, 2007, in the City of Ocean City, Maryland, that this organization strongly urge Governor O'Malley to include the full amount requested by DORS in his fiscal year 2009 budget so that blind persons may become productive tax paying citizens; and

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that this organization call upon the Maryland General Assembly to approve the Governor's full request for DORS in the 2009 budget.

*

NFB MD. Resolution 2007-03

Regarding Website Accessibility of Maryland AskUsNow


WHEREAS, Maryland AskUsNow, a partner in the nation-wide consortium Questionpoint 24/7 Reference, is an innovative service offered to all Marylanders through the auspices of the Division of Library Development and Services, Maryland Department of Education, providing real-time, internet chat-based access to a librarian for anyone with a computer and an internet connection; and


WHEREAS, the availability of accessible information is particularly critical for blind people to function in society since possessing minimal or no vision limits the data that we can conveniently and independently acquire; and


WHEREAS, in response to a resolution adopted by the National Federation of the Blind of Maryland in 2003 and in follow-up to ongoing consultation and dialogue with our organization, the Maryland AskUsNow Website has recently been rendered accessible to blind people who use adaptive screen reading software to navigate this internet site; and


WHEREAS, the measures that have been taken to bring the Maryland AskUsNow Website into conformity with federal standards for nonvisual access creditably reflects on the Division of Library Development and Services, Maryland Department of Education’s devotion to the spirit of the law and genuine commitment to providing equal access to all eligible library patrons in Maryland: Now, therefore,


BE IT RESOLVED by the National Federation of the Blind of Maryland in convention assembled this eleventh day of November, 2007, in the City of Ocean City, Maryland, that this organization acknowledge and thank responsible officials of the Division of Library Development and Services, Maryland Department of Education, for their efforts to render accessible the Maryland AskUsNow Website, creating yet another avenue of access to information from which blind Internet users may now comfortably and equally benefit.

*

NFB MD. Resolution 2007-04

Regarding Hybrid Vehicles in Maryland

WHEREAS, electric vehicles operate on batteries and are marketed as having the advantage of operating without emitting sounds of standard internal combustion engines, and hybrid vehicles combine conventional gasoline-powered engines with battery-powered electric motors and, while operating in the electric mode, also emit virtually no sound; and

WHEREAS, bicyclists and pedestrians, especially blind pedestrians, rely on sounds of oncoming vehicles to make their way along our nation’s streets and highways; and 

WHEREAS, in 2007 Maryland enacted Clean Cars legislation which requires the adoption of California’s emission standards instead of the less stringent standards established by the federal government; and

WHEREAS, this legislation will encourage motorists to purchase and operate these vehicles, thereby posing a greater safety hazard to bicyclists and all pedestrians because of the lack of sufficient sound; and 

WHEREAS, although the objective of clean cars legislation to improve air quality and to protect the general environment is an important responsibility of state government, the protection of the lives of the citizenry is equally important; and 

WHEREAS, both the executive and legislative branches of Maryland State Government have been informed of these dangers and have rejected a proposed solution offered by the National Federation of the Blind of Maryland; and

WHEREAS, the officials from the Maryland State Department of the Environment and the Maryland State Department of Transportation claim they would like to solve this problem but do not have the authority and jurisdiction to do so, thus leaving blind and sighted pedestrians at the mercy of the drivers of these quiet vehicles:  Now, therefore, 

BE IT RESOLVED by the National Federation of the Blind of Maryland in Convention assembled this eleventh day of November, 2007, in the City of Ocean City, Maryland, that this organization condemn and deplore the failure of both the Governor and the Maryland General Assembly to exert sufficient leadership to bring about a reasonable solution that would satisfy both demands of protecting the environment and the lives of pedestrians; and 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that this organization strongly urges Governor O’Malley and the Maryland General Assembly to work with the National Federation of the Blind of Maryland to find a workable solution before any pedestrian lives are lost.

*

2008 Annapolis Day

On January 17, Federation members and our friends in the movement came from all across the state to Annapolis to present our concerns to the attention of the General Assembly. Federationists brought to the Assembly members not only our three issues of importance to the blind of Maryland; indeed, we brought our enthusiasm and experience, giving out a positive message about blindness along with our legislative folders. We focused on ensuring that blindness is not a criteria for judging parental fitness in custody battles, we requested that a task force be formed to determine the sound characteristics hybrid cars should possess so as to best protect the lives of pedestrians, and finally, to ensure that state funding for DORS not be reduced, given the long client waiting list. 

Two very special events occurred during the day. In a joint session, the gallery packed with both House and Senate members and proud Federationists, the Maryland Senate presented President Maurer with a resolution introduced by Senator Joan Carter Conway.  Since it was a joint session of both the House and Senate, both the Governor and the Lieutenant Governor were present to witness this event.

In her introductory remarks, Sen. Conway also congratulated the NFB of Maryland for its advocacy efforts on behalf of the blind of the state. President of the Senate Mike Miller, the President Pro Tempore of the Senate Nathaniel J. McFadden and Sen. George Della, whose district contains the National Center for the Blind, also added commendations.
Below is the text of the resolution:

"The headquarters of the National Federation of the Blind has been in 
Baltimore for 30 years, promoting equality for the blind and having a 
positive impact on the entire state."

The other notable event was the presentation of a plaque to Delegate Henry Heller that the NFBMD had intended to give during our last convention. Unfortunately, due to the special session in November, he was unable to attend so we recognized him on January 17th. Below is the text of the plaque:

National Federation of the Blind of Maryland Distinguished Legislative Service Award


Presented to Delegate Henry B. Heller

For your tireless and faithful service in the Maryland General Assembly on behalf of blind citizens of Maryland. For your leadership in promoting equal opportunities for blind students at all levels of education by insuring nonvisual access to online learning, and the timely delivery of accessible textbooks.

You champion our movement; you strengthen our hopes; you share our dreams.

November 10, 2007

The day ended with a typical gathering at Buddy’s restaurant where members, between bites, provided Sharon Maneki with the responses we received from the Assembly members to the issues we had presented.

After a busy and successful day of lobbying our congressional representatives, it was nice to relax with our fellow Federationists and reflect on our efforts to help blind Marylanders. 

Subject: Protection of Custody Rights for Blind Parents and Blind Caregivers
THE PROBLEM
Blind persons who are competent parents have been denied child custody solely on the basis of blindness!  
PROPOSED ACTION

The Maryland General Assembly should amend the Family Law section of the Maryland Code to prohibit the consideration of blindness when determining custody or making other decisions regarding the care of children.

BACKGROUND

In today’s society, our courts are frequently called upon to settle child custody disputes and social service agencies are often asked to conduct investigations to ensure that children receive proper care and adequate protection. As part of the general public, blind persons have found themselves in the midst of child custody and other family disputes. Unfortunately, the lack of vision of a parent or caregiver often becomes the overriding factor used by the courts and social service agencies when making decisions about the care of children.  Most recently in 2007, a blind parent in Maryland was told by a social worker that, “Everything is in order, but I do not know what to recommend to the judge because you are blind.”  This case is still pending in court. 

Myths and misconceptions about blindness are prevalent in society. The root cause of these myths and misconceptions is due to the sighted public’s innate fear of the lack of vision. Sighted people who suddenly find themselves in a dark room or who wake up in the dark think that they understand blindness. They do not appreciate that the problems of blindness can be mitigated through proper training in alternative skills. The real problem of blindness is not the lack of sight, but the attitudes about blindness held by the sighted public. All too often, the sighted public still view blind persons as helpless and dependent.

Since blindness is not well understood by court and agency officials, it becomes an unnecessary determining factor in custody cases.  Through its commitment to the full integration of the blind into all aspects of community life, the National Federation of the Blind (NFB) has documented thousands of cases of blind people who are successfully raising children.  The NFB has represented many blind persons in child custody cases and in other situations involving the care of children.  Unfortunately, there is blatant discrimination on the basis of blindness in many of these cases.  When no other problem was apparent, blind parents and blind caregivers have been forced to demonstrate their capabilities beyond that which is reasonably expected of sighted persons, just on the basis of blindness.  The capabilities of blind individuals to care for children have been brought into question even when they have been successfully caring for children for many years.

CONCLUSION

The Maryland General Assembly should amend the family law section of the Maryland Code to prohibit the consideration of blindness when determining custody or making other decisions regarding the care of children. Blind parents and caregivers should have the same rights as sighted parents and caregivers to raise their children.  The care of children is a serious responsibility.  Judges must consider many factors in order to make appropriate decisions concerning the welfare of children.  Blindness should not be equated with incapacity.  Experience demonstrates that the protection under law is a very effective weapon against discrimination.  Blind parents and blind caregivers can play a significant role in the lives of their children.

Subject: Maryland Quiet Vehicles and Pedestrian Safety Task Force
THE PROBLEM

Measures must be taken to prevent injuries or fatalities to all pedestrians caused by fuel-efficient vehicles whose approaches cannot be heard!

PROPOSED ACTION

The Maryland General Assembly should enact legislation creating the Maryland Quiet Vehicles and Pedestrian Safety Task Force.  This task force shall conduct a study to determine the minimal level and spectral characteristics of sound that such vehicles sold in this state must emit in order to protect the safety of pedestrians on the public streets and roads of Maryland.  

BACKGROUND

With the deterioration of air quality caused by the pollution from vehicular traffic, and with the upward spiral of the price of gasoline, the general public is beginning to demand cleaner burning and more fuel-efficient vehicles.  Car companies have responded to these demands by offering gasoline and electric hybrids or totally electric vehicles.  

State governments have also responded to concerns by requiring vehicles to meet stricter emission and efficiency standards.  In 2007, Maryland enacted a Clean Cars Law.  This law requires a percentage of the vehicles sold in Maryland by 2011 to consist of vehicles that produce lower emissions.  Consequently there will be an increase in the number of hybrid vehicles and other vehicles using technologies other than the gasoline internal combustion engine on the public streets of Maryland.  

Until recently, independent travel for the blind has been a relatively straightforward matter.  Once blind persons have been trained to use a white cane or a guide dog, they negotiate their way through traffic by listening to the sounds of automobile engines to determine the direction, speed and pattern of traffic.  Traffic sound tell blind pedestrians how many vehicles are near them and how fast they are moving; whether the vehicles are accelerating or decelerating; and if the vehicles are traveling toward, away from, or parallel to them.  With all of this information, blind persons can accurately determine when it is safe for them to proceed into an intersection, or across a driveway, or through a parking lot. The information obtained from listening to traffic sounds allows blind persons to travel safely with complete confidence and without assistance.  
When operating on electric power, hybrid vehicles cannot be heard by blind or sighted persons.  Blind pedestrians must be able to hear vehicular traffic.  Other pedestrians, especially children, senior citizens and runners, as well as bicyclists also benefit from hearing traffic.  Because they run so quietly, hybrid and other electric vehicles are extremely dangerous in situations where vehicles and pedestrians come into proximity.   Pedestrian injuries and fatalities will surely occur if Maryland fails to take immediate action to ensure that pedestrians can hear hybrids and other silent vehicles in all phases of their operation.   

Maryland can prevent pedestrian injuries and fatalities by requiring quiet vehicles to emit a minimum sound level that will alert all pedestrians, especially blind pedestrians, to their presence.   The Maryland General Assembly should create the Quiet Vehicle Pedestrian Safety Task Force.  This task force should make recommendations to the Maryland General Assembly on how to ensure pedestrian safety while maintaining the environmental benefits of quiet vehicles.   

CONCLUSION

The National Federation of the Blind of Maryland commends and supports Maryland’s commitment to the environment as demonstrated by the passage of the Clean Cars Law.  Maryland must also ensure that its streets and roads are safe and navigable by pedestrians.  The creation of the Quiet Vehicles Pedestrian Safety Task Force is the first step in meeting this goal.  

Subject: Fiscal Year Budget for the DORS

THE PROBLEM

Due to inadequate funding, too many disabled persons are not receiving the help that they should be getting from the Division of Rehabilitation Services (DORS)! 

PROPOSED ACTION

The Maryland General Assembly should approve the total funding for DORS that is being requested by Governor O’Malley in his fiscal year 2009 budget.  This wise expenditure of taxpayer dollars turns dependent persons into life long taxpaying citizens of Maryland.  

BACKGROUND

In Maryland, rehabilitation of disabled persons is provided by DORS, which is part of the Maryland State Department of Education (MSDE).  MSDE has asked Governor O’Malley to include an additional $4.1 million for DORS in his 2009 budget.  This request for additional funding is urgently needed.  At the end of fiscal year 2007, DORS already had a waiting list of over 3,000 clients who needed rehabilitation services.  The demand for these services is increasing at a greater rate than currently budgeted funds can accommodate.  No other state agency is in a position to provide the funding for the services provided by DORS.  Additional federal funding for DORS is not available.  Maryland already receives the maximum allotted federal funding for rehabilitation services. If additional funding is not provided, DORS estimates that the waiting list will increase by 2,000 clients by the end of fiscal year 2008.  DORS calculates that the additional $4.1 million will immediately clear the waiting list.  

The purpose of vocational rehabilitation is to assist blind persons and other disabled persons to become self sufficient citizens who are competitively employed. DORS may help disabled individuals to achieve their employment goals by purchasing specialized adaptive equipment or by providing for additional relevant education. In the case of blind clients, specialized training will frequently be needed, such as independent travel, Braille literacy, and the techniques of getting along independently in the sighted world. 

Since June 2007, blind persons certified by DORS for its services have been placed on a waiting list.  However, the beginning of a new fiscal year by itself is not sufficient to guarantee that clients on the waiting list can receive services immediately, especially if funding for the new fiscal year is inadequate.  There are still delays.  Other DORS clients in the middle of their programs may already have claims on newly available funding.  Furthermore, clients certified in the new fiscal year are placed at the back of the old waiting list.  Clients on the waiting list don’t know how long they have to wait before their turn will come up.  As a result, clients who have made the decision to begin their lives anew have no alternative but to wait patiently.  By the time their turn comes up, too many disabled clients have lost the confidence and courage that they need to pursue successful rehabilitation.   

CONCLUSION

The expenditure of taxpayer dollars on rehabilitation services is a wise investment whose returns far exceed initial outlays. Rehabilitation turns blind and other disabled persons from welfare recipients into life-long productive taxpayers. Citizens with disabilities and the state of Maryland as a whole can only benefit from the elimination of the DORS waiting list.  The Maryland General Assembly should demonstrate sound fiscal practice by approving Governor O’Malley’s full budget request for DORS. 
*

Ron Metenyi’s Presentation at the 2006 Convention of the

National Federation of the Blind of Maryland

Editor’s Note: As Ron presented this speech extemporaneously I have transcribed this presentation from recordings of the 2006 convention. I have endeavored to faithfully record the speech as it was presented, however, there may be some slight errors throughout.

John McCraw was our opener of opportunities, mentor, teacher, organizer and disciplinarian. Connie McCraw was in every way his helpmeet, building the affiliate long after his death. Doris Samuels, who was technically his supervisor, became a generous contributor and active member as did Cookie Samuels, her daughter-in-law. That was the nuclear family with their sons Buddy and Vince, then there was the entire family, NFB of Maryland. John helped a lot of people individually, quietly, and he helped a lot of people through leading our efforts to change what it means to be blind. We celebrated individual triumphs and collective triumphs, occasionally we mourned together. We worked hard, and we partied hearty. I can remember being thrown out of the McCraw suite at 3:00 in the morning, and then being on time, if a little bleary, for the morning sessions. We built a sense of unity, I think, through NAC-tracking. Marching around New York City, being buffeted by the cool November breezes, fighting to hold onto your sign, gradually shouting yourself hoarse. At some point you would wonder, is this the thrill of victory, or the agony of “de feet?”  the left foot and the right foot! Then you would notice that you’re with people you enjoy being with, that you’re with people you loved and respected, and they didn’t seem to be getting tired, and they didn’t seem to be slacking off, so you picked up the pace, and you put some bass or treble as appropriate into your voice, and you knew that you were doing what you ought to be doing. We also built that unity through going to Annapolis and working on bills that made a difference in people’s lives, like the ’78 bill that prohibited discrimination in insurance based solely on blindness, and the one that provided for unemployment insurance for workers at Blind Industries when we were laid off. John took a young rookie with him to those hearings, and this young rookie learned that he enjoyed political action and always wanted a piece of it, and when he got laid off he learned that it had a practical result. A big project was changing Maryland Workshop for the Blind to BISM. Yes, we did have piece-rated work, people getting less than minimum wage, the hierarchy of visual acuity, you know the totally blind couldn’t run machines or do much, the more sight you had, the better. You could be laid off for saying something that annoyed a supervisor, et cetera, et cetera. Through pressure from the Greater Baltimore Chapter in particular and NFB, we got an investor-relations committee and began at least talking with management. Then John McCraw became Chairman of the Board, and things began to change and workers began to be more hopeful. Then he brought on Ralph Sanders and Don Morris as executives, and things began to change faster and we got rid of all that nonsense I just talked about. Ralph Thompson became the point man in leading the workers who were changing what it meant to be BISM. Ralph was a friend to his friends, and in 1972 I attended my first National Convention and Ralph’s family included me in their breakfast plans every morning, and he called me every evening. I could have been at sea, but I wasn’t, because I had an anchor. Ralph was a feisty dude; he liked a good argument, he could be at least as outraged over an injustice done to someone else as he could over one done to himself. He became so effective in working with the new BISM management to make things better, he became so loved and respected, that he actually became chapter president of the Greater Baltimore Chapter for two terms and when he died in 1980, I wrote to his widow and said I loved him as a family member, and that most of what I knew about moral courage, I’d learned from him. Summing up, George Washington said, we must take men as they are, not as we would have them. I think in the NFB during the 1970s we would have said that that’s a good place to start. We should meet people where they are, accept them for who they are, then teach them, encourage them, help them, get them busy working to help others, and watch them grow. “Come Grow with Us” might have been our motto then, but it wasn’t. “We Are Family” might have been our motto then, but it wasn’t. “Security, Equality, and Opportunity” was our motto. We laid the foundations for the great things that we’ve been able to do since then. It was an adventure, it was trial-and-error, it was fun, it was a love-fest, it was the best years of my life. I enjoyed living it, and I enjoyed talking about it. Thank you.

*

JOHN T.  McCRAW SCHOLARSHIP PROGRAM:  2008 -- 09
NATIONAL FEDERATION OF THE BLIND OF MARYLAND
The National Federation of the Blind of Maryland is pleased to announce that the John T.  McCraw Scholarship Program for 2008-09 will include two scholarships in the amounts of $2,000 and $1,500.  These scholarships will be awarded to qualified blind students who exhibit academic achievement and community involvement. 

The John T.  McCraw Scholarship Program has been established to promote post-secondary educational opportunities for Maryland's blind students.  The recipients may use these scholarships to defray the cost of educational expenses incurred at any post-secondary institution during the 2008-09 academic year.  

NOTE:  In addition to these two scholarships, a special scholarship may be awarded to former McCraw Scholarship recipients.  To apply for this special scholarship, former recipients must still meet all of the requirements for the McCraw Scholarship Program and submit a new application.

WHO IS ELIGIBLE
A)
Any legally blind student is eligible to receive a scholarship who:

  
1.
Is a legal resident of the State of Maryland, or is pursuing post-secondary studies in the State of Maryland;

  
2.
Will be enrolled as a full-time student at any post-secondary institution. 

B)
Recipients shall attend the annual Convention of the National Federation of the Blind June 29 through July 5, 2008, in Dallas, Texas, as well as the annual Convention of the National Federation of the Blind of Maryland November 14-16, 2008, in Ocean City, Maryland.  Financial assistance to attend the Conventions will be provided.  

C)
Applications must be submitted by April 20, 2008.  Shortly thereafter, the scholarship committee will select the recipients, but will not determine the amount to be awarded to each recipient until personally interacting with the recipients at both conventions.  Scholarships will be awarded at the state convention banquet.  Recipients' participation in both conventions is mandatory in order to qualify for these scholarships.

D)
The scholarship committee may request additional information from an applicant.  The scholarship committee's decision for the recipients of the John T.  McCraw Scholarship Program is final.

(Blind students are also invited to apply for the nationwide scholarships offered by the National Federation of the Blind.  The application deadline for the national NFB scholarships is March 31, 2008.  Visit www.nfb.org/scholarships to apply for the national scholarships.)

JOHN T.  McCRAW SCHOLARSHIP PROGRAM 2008-09

APPLICATION
Name:                                                                                              Date of Birth:                                            

School address:                                                                                                                                               

                                                                              School phone number:                                                      
 

Home address:                                                                                                                                                


                                                                              Home phone number:                                                       

Institution being attended in spring semester, 2008, with class standing (freshman, sophomore, etc.):

Cumulative grade point average at this institution:                                                                                           

Institution to be attended in fall 2008, with class standing.  Send by separate letter if admitted to school after submitting completed application:
List all post-secondary institutions attended with highest class standing attained and cumulative grade point:

High school attended and cumulative grade point average:                                                                           


SUPPORTING DOCUMENTS (These items may be mailed separately):
1.
A letter by the applicant:  What honors have you achieved?  What have you done to deal with situations involving your blindness?  What are you like as a person?  What are your goals and aspirations?  How will the scholarship help you?

2.
Two letters of recommendation.

3.
A current transcript from the institution you are now attending and transcripts from all other post-secondary institutions attended.  If you have not yet attended such an institution or have not completed one year of study, send a high school transcript.

SEND COMPLETED APPLICATION AND SUPPORTING DOCUMENTS TO:  

Scholarship Committee Chairman, NFBMD, 1026 East 36th Street., Baltimore, Maryland 21218

*

