NAEPB/NIB Modernizing JWOD Employment Programs for People who are Blind 

Objective:  

Through modernization of the JWOD Act, and if necessary, through creation of an additive employment program, our goal is to improve advocacy and  accountability throughout the system and to generate additional employment opportunities at all levels for people who are blind working in our member agencies. 

Through this process we need to ensure we are able to maintain the blind priority.  In addition, we need to educate our legislators about the unique needs of our blind employees and work with them to redefine employment within our agencies from transitional jobs and work training to work places of choice and career opportunities.   We will continue our commitment to upward mobility and leadership development within our program.
Principles:

· Because a system already exists within the Federal Government, initial efforts should focus on modernizing changes within the current JWOD Act that will allow us to meet our objectives.

· If such changes are not possible, then we will shift our efforts and attempt to create an additive program that will work in conjunction with the existing JWOD program.

· The modernized program should clearly distinguish between the needs of the blind and the needs of the severely disabled, have an advocacy component for persons who are blind, and maintain the blind priority.

· The modernized program should both sustain and increase employment in the traditional JWOD activities of manufacturing and services and encourage employment at all levels of the participating organizations including executive, management and supervisory roles.

· The modernized program should promote empower people who are blind to achieve economic and personal independence and facilitate their integration into the social and economic mainstream of society.
· The modernized program must provide formal structures for advocacy and procurement compliance. 

· The modernized program must recognize that commodity products in the Federal marketplace provide the foundation for employment of people who are  blind under the JWOD program.  While other markets may eventually provide excellent opportunities for growth, the unique nature of employment for people who are blind demands that these traditional opportunities be supported and nurtured for continuing growth.

· While NISH engagement is inevitable, we do not propose herein to address any issues relative to the severely disabled.  Our focus is blind employment.

Structure:

The objectives and principles listed above serve as the key measures of success.  For these to be achieved the JWOD Act will have to be amended/changed.

JWOD Program Recommended Enhancements/Changes

· This approach assumes the existing JWOD program with modified eligibility standards and program rules. The JWOD program will continue to directly utilize the procurement power of the federal government for expanding employment opportunities.  

· Change the composition of the Committee for Purchase as follows:

(a) Add the following ex-officio, voting member, positions:

1. Executive Director of the Committee for Purchase

2. President/CEO of National Industries for the Blind

3. President of NAEPB

4. President/CEO of NISH

5. President of NCWC

(b) Add representation for the following federal agency/agencies:

1. Department of Homeland Security

2. United States Postal Service

3. OMB  , ideally through OFPP

(c) Require that all federal agency representatives be at an SES

      level or higher.

(d) In order to encourage upward mobility and expansion of blind employment at all levels, allow participating agencies to either maintain the current minimum 75% direct-labor hour ratio or meet a new minimum 60% direct labor ratio requirement with an additional minimum 25% employee ratio requirement for all other employees within the qualified nonprofit agency.  This latter option would encourage and give credit for promotions of blind employees in the agency indirect labor, supervisory and management positions.  

· Create a CFP staff position, Assistant Executive Director for Advocacy and Compliance, with the responsibility to educate federal departments and agencies about their obligations under the JWOD Act and to assist them in assuring that items on the Procurement List are consistently purchased through the JWOD program. 

(a) Require all federal agencies and JWOD authorized distributors to certify, on an annual basis that they are in compliance with the requirements of the JWOD Act.  The signing of this certification would be subject to the provisions and penalties provided for in the False Statements Accountability Act.

· Congress must maintain the existing blind priority in order to retain the access to the limited types and number of products that can be manufactured using 75% blind direct labor hour ratio.  The new Assistant Executive Director for advocacy and compliance will have the primary responsibility for ensuring compliance with the blind priority requirement. 

· Maintain the current JWOD Act definition of the term “blind” and clarify the objective definition of “severely disabled” to assure that JWOD job opportunities are, in fact, channeled to those the Act is intended to serve. In addition, the ratio requirements in terms of these objective definitions prescribed by the Act must be vigorously enforced.  The new Assistant Executive Director for Advocacy and Compliance will have the primary responsibility for ensuring compliance with the objective definitions and ratio requirements, but will delegate the authority for this function to the CNAs.

· Maintain the requirement that federal agencies “shall purchase” JWOD products on the Procurement List, and make clear through report language that Congress expects federal departments and agencies to take seriously their responsibility to comply with the Act.

· Include statutory requirements for payment of wages above the federal minimum wage for people working on JWOD contracts.

· Provide for an expedited procurement list addition process for products and services.

(a) Authorize federal agencies to enter into a sole source, limited duration (e.g. one year) contracts with qualified nonprofit agencies for non-PL projects, and encourage “conversion” of such projects to the PL prior to expiration of the contract period.

(b) Create a new category of fast-track, Procurement List additions that would be for a “limited duration” and would be processed using streamlined Rulemaking requirements.  The same streamlined rules would also apply to addition of small projects, one-time opportunities, developmental items, projects expected to have a limited or non-existent industry impact as well as projects below $100,000 threshold.

(c) Allow definition of certain limited product categories, e.g., writing instruments, and provide for their categorical addition to the procurement list.  

· Include language which provides that jobs for employees working on JWOD contracts are recognized, by definition, as jobs meeting the regulatory requirements of all related federal programs.
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