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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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October 31, 2013

Strength in Our Differences is NCD’s 2013 Progress Report summarizing the status of federal laws and programs serving an estimated 57 million Americans with disabilities, their families, and the diverse segments of the disability community, in fulfillment of NCD’s statutory mandate to annually report and make recommendations concerning the state of disability policy in the United States. Consistent with the tradition begun in NCD’s seminal report from 1986, Toward Independence: An Assessment of Federal Laws and Programs Affecting Persons with Disabilities, the 2013 Progress Report is derived from the diverse voices of the disability community, including interviews with knowledgeable consumers, advocates, and experts on disability programs, supports, and services from across the nation. The title, Strength in Our Differences, symbolizes the diversity of experiences and abilities within the US disability community, consistent with and reflective of the diversity of experiences and abilities among all Americans. 

This report consists of four chapters covering the major issues that Americans with disabilities face toward reaching a goal of full integration and participation in all aspects of life. The concepts of full integration and participation truly have become more achievable goals, since the concept of disability is increasingly understood as an ever-evolving interaction between people with physical, sensory, developmental, or psychological impairments and the attitudinal or environmental barriers that hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others.

Chapter 1 leads the report with NCD’s strong recommendation that for the United States to maintain its position as a world leader on civil rights, the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities must be ratified by this nation. Chapter 2 presents the status of economic empowerment for people with disabilities through a vision of self-determined employment in an integrated workforce with reasonable accommodations, equal pay, and opportunities for advancement, and further supported by access to quality educational opportunities, health care, and asset development. Chapter 3 reviews the current and shifting debate of health care in the United States, especially in light of further implementation of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (ACA), as these initiatives present meaningful opportunities to resolve health disparities and lower or erase barriers to essential health care, wellness, and illness prevention for people with disabilities. Chapter 4 analyzes the remaining barriers to full participation for people with disabilities in the community, especially education, housing, transportation, voting, home- and community-based long-term services and supports, information and communications technology, and accessible currency. When barriers to civic inclusion are removed and people with disabilities are empowered to participate fully in the community, the entire community benefits. Viewed from this larger perspective, that equal opportunity and greater accessibility benefit society as a whole, NCD closes this report with focused recommendations for the President and Congress to consider and address in the months ahead.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Ratification of the Convention on Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD)

1. CRPD – In light of an increasingly global economy, and proliferating opportunities to travel, work, and live abroad to an unprecedented degree, ratification of the CRPD both reaffirms the nation’s commitment to the principles of the ADA at home and extends these protections to Americans and others with disabilities abroad. NCD firmly recommends prompt ratification of the CRPD during the 113th Congress.
Economic Empowerment: Employment and Workforce Participation

2. Subminimum Wage – NCD recommends that the Department of Labor begin a phase-out the FLSA 14(c) program over a period of six years, using personalized employment programs and other outreach that facilitates and provides stability and support to those who are or have been in the program for a long time and who will need time to transition to a supported employment environment.
3. Vocational Rehabilitation – NCD recommends that RSA proactively seek stakeholder input and update VR program performance evaluation standards and indicators to reflect 21st century program expectations by December 31, 2015. Specifically, NCD recommends increasing the federally required minimum expectation related to the successful rehabilitation rate (reflecting the rate of successful employment plans completed, compared with the rate of employment plans initiated) from 55.8 percent to 80 percent.
4. Vocational Rehabilitation – NCD recommends that the Department of Education provide targeted technical assistance to those states that continue to return significant portions of their federal VR allocation each year.
5. Youth Transitions – NCD recommends that the Departments of Education, Labor, and Health and Human Services jointly collaborate on further research and demonstration projects that showcase evidence-based practices such as internships, work experiences, mentoring, and family engagement in ensuring more effective education, transition, and employment outcomes for youth and adults with disabilities.
6. Disability Employment Initiatives – NCD recommends the Department of Labor fund implementation of validated, successful Disability Employment Initiative strategies, and fund the validation of additional DEI strategies such as partnerships and collaborations between state agencies, self-employment supports, customized employment, re-employment strategies, and moving people with disabilities into state government careers.
7. Benefits Planning – NCD recommends the inclusion of benefits planning as a component of the American Job Centers.
8. Financial Incentives –NCD recommends that by January 1, 2014, the President create a federal interagency workgroup on financial incentives for people with disabilities and their families; develop an Executive Order calling for all agencies to identify policy barriers; and create a time-limited body to facilitate a consistent, coordinated, comprehensive, and consumer-friendly approach to advance opportunities for full community participation and economic self-sufficiency.
9. Federal Interagency Workgroup –NCD recommends that the federal interagency workgroup specify outcome-based tasks for each participating entity, which include developing a national awareness and technical assistance outreach campaign to raise public awareness of tax provisions that support employment opportunities for Americans with disabilities. 
10. Tax Provisions Reporting – NCD recommends that the Internal Revenue Service report annually to the federal interagency workgroup on the number of individuals and businesses utilizing tax provisions that support employment opportunities for Americans with disabilities, the amount of tax credits and deductions claimed, and the numbers of workers that benefit.
11. Disability-Owned Businesses – NCD recommends that stakeholder dialogue focus on strategies for federal and state governments to implement preferred contractor programs for disability-owned businesses. The existing federal set-aside contracts using designated diversity factors (e.g., gender, race/ethnicity, veteran status) for identifying business ownership should be expanded specifically to include disability-owned business. NCD stands ready to engage as a facilitator with the US Business Leadership Network and federal partners starting with the Departments of Labor, Commerce, Health and Human Services, and Education and the Small Business Administration.
12. Inclusive Corporate Culture – NCD recommends that by March 3, 2014, the Departments of Labor, Commerce, and Education, and the Small Business Administration initiate dialogue with higher education and disability stakeholders, including the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business and the Association of Higher Education and Disability, regarding the implementation of inclusive corporate culture coursework in business and management schools.
13. Veterans Funding –In support of working veterans and veteran spouses, NCD recommends that Congress enact a budget or bill to restore funding by June 30, 2014, to the Army Community Service, Fleet and Family Support Centers, Airman and Family Service Centers, Marine Corps Community Services, Child Development Centers, and Child and Youth Services in order for them to provide counseling, financial advice, new parent support programs, survivor outreach, and victim advocate services.

Health Care and Access to Medical Treatment

14. Medicaid Expansion Business Case – NCD recommends that the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services and affiliates within the Department of Health and Human Services implement a public awareness campaign to simply and accurately explain the business case (i.e., the benefit to business) for state implementation of expanded Medicaid coverage in nonparticipating states. HHS should publicize its targeted time frame for beginning the campaign.
15. Affordable Care Act Informational Videos – NCD recommends that CMS and HHS develop short, closed-captioned informational videos (with text transcript and MP3) using visual representations and a low reading level, on a variety of topics, addressing the opportunities and challenges of the ACA for people with disabilities by January 1, 2014.
16. Companionship Exemption – NCD recommends that the Office of Management and Budget re-engage in further discussion with stakeholders and service providers within the disability and aging communities, in order to fairly balance the important and complex needs within these communities, before proceeding with the final steps of the proposed rulemaking process affecting the Companionship Exemption.
17. Mental Health “System of Care” Expansion Grants – NCD recommends HHS’s Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration invest in and award “system of care” expansion grants by June 30, 2014, to improve the availability, quality, and affordability of community mental health services, mobile crisis services, housing, and peer supports for people with serious mental illnesses, and to extend mental health preventative and maintenance care access and options for the general population.
18. Mental Health and Gun Control – NCD recommends SAMHSA, the Task Force on Gun Control and Violence, and stakeholders with disabilities including the National Alliance on Mental Illness, develop a joint policy statement addressing the issues of gun violence, involuntary commitment, forced mental health treatment, and other issues, which balances the individual freedoms and civil rights of people with psychosocial disabilities with society’s obligation and responsibility to protect all people.
19. Veterans Health Care – NCD recommends increasing the cadre of providers who are trained and certiﬁed to deliver evidence-based health care services to meet current and future health care needs of active-duty personnel and veterans, whenever and wherever they are needed; and to effectuate policies that encourage active-duty personnel and veterans to seek needed care by January 1, 2015.
20. Veterans Health Care – NCD recommends the President direct deliberate coordination and collaboration among the Departments of Defense and Veterans Affairs, and other relevant federal agencies, to implement a superstructure of secure, private, online information sharing for all veterans’ health and benefit records—for the efficient provision and processing of each veteran’s health care needs and to end the backlog of veterans’ claims—by June 30, 2014.

Community Integration
21. Graduation Rates – NCD recommends the Department of Education fund state demonstration projects that use evidence-based pedagogical practices and transition planning to increase the state graduation rate of students with disabilities who receive a standard high school diploma by 10 percent over three years.
22. Reauthorization of IDEA and ESEA – NCD recommends the Department of Education work with Congress to reauthorize the IDEA and the ESEA by June 30, 2014, and to work with state departments of education to develop standards for rigorous, meaningful, modified diplomas that provide eligibility for postsecondary training and financial aid.
23. Students with a 504 Plan – NCD recommends that DOE Office for Civil Rights develop a framework for oversight, monitoring, and accountability of the services provided to students with a disability who have a 504 plan by June 30, 2014.
24. Accessibility of Higher Education – NCD recommends that the DOJ and DOE implement a Project Civic Access–like program targeting inaccessibility in higher education, and entering into short-term settlement agreements for each institution to come into compliance.
25. Veterans in Higher Education – NCD recommends that the Department of Education and Department of Veterans Affairs prepare best practice technical assistance resources for disability service offices in higher education that address the challenges of disclosure, documentation, and accommodation in serving veterans with disabilities and eliminate delays in acquiring documentation from the VA and other federal agencies.
26. Loans for Home Modifications – NCD recommends that the Department of Housing and Urban Development create small, low-interest loans and mini-grant opportunities for people with disabilities who require home modifications such as grab bars, handrails, ramps, lifts, doorframe widening, and bathroom accessibility in order to continue living in their homes, to move into housing, or to get in and out of the home safely.
27. Transportation Accessibility Enforcement – NCD recommends that the DOJ and DOT implement a Project Civic Access program targeting public transportation and paratransit systems that have high rates of complaints from local citizens for inaccessibility, for the purpose of entering into short-term settlement agreements for each transportation provider to come into compliance.
28. Voting Accessibility – NCD recommends that the US Election Assistance Commission and Research Alliance for Accessible Voting identify and provide technical assistance, including small grant amounts to ADA Title II entities in high-poverty areas that have inaccessible polling sites—in order to create accessible sites.
29. Long-Term Services and Supports Framework – NCD recommends that public and private agencies and partners work together to articulate a coherent and comprehensive framework for America's LTSS policies, programs, and funding.
30. Airport Web and Kiosk Accessibility – NCD recommends DOJ and DOT publish the final rules for Title II and III Web and airport Web and kiosk accessibility by June 30, 2014.
31. Accessible Currency – NCD recommends that the Bureau of Engraving and Printing complete its research and set a timetable for commencement of production of tactile currency by June 30, 2014.

FULL REPORT: http://www.ncd.gov/progress_reports/10312013/ 
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