 
 South Carolina Commission for the Blind
1430 Confederate Avenue
Columbia, South Carolina 29201
Meeting Minutes 
March 26, 2025
Notifications of all regular, called, or special meetings are compliant with FOIA requirements, Section 90-4-80.
Call to Order
Chairperson Susan John called the meeting to order at 11:05am. The meeting was conducted in person and via Zoom Meeting software.
Present
[bookmark: _Hlk111628132]Susan John, Chairperson
Cathy Olker, Secretary
Dan Hanfland, Board Commissioner
Erica James, Board Commissioner
Darline Graham, SCCB Commissioner
Adoption of Agenda
Dan Hanfland made a motion to accept the March 26, 2025, Agenda. It was seconded by Cathy Olker. No discussion. The motion passed unanimously.
Public Comment
Cathy Olker stated SCCB has done a great job with the construction project.
Approval of Minutes
Cathy Olker made a motion to accept the November 26, 2024, minutes. It was seconded by Dan Hanfland. No discussion. The motion passed unanimously.

Commissioner’s Report                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
[bookmark: _Hlk80261076]Darline Graham reported:  
[bookmark: _Hlk136852928]The Legislative Breakfast, hosted by the Foundation for the Commission for the Blind, was held in January. The Foundation is a non-profit organization that raises awareness about the Commission by hosting the Legislative Breakfast. The event was well attended and gave SCCB staff an opportunity to connect with legislators and their legislative aids.

In February, the agency partnered with the School for the Deaf and the Blind to hold the 25th Annual Braille Challenge. This year, 46 students participated, an increase compared to previous years. The Braille Challenge gives students an opportunity to compete against themselves and exercise their braille skills. The top achievers from around the country will compete in the National Braille Challenge.

In State Fiscal Year 2024, the agency greatly increased the number of low vision clinics offered around the state, holding 49 clinics. In the current fiscal year, the agency has held 70 clinics. Comprehensive assessments were provided to identify consumers’ low vision and assistive technology needs. Low vision clinics support individuals in Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) and Children’s Services; low vision clinics are especially beneficial to adults in the Older Blind Program, helping them maintain independence and an active lifestyle.

The agency had its House Ways and Means and the Senate Finance Committee Hearings to discuss its budget. Since SCCB is not requesting additional funding at this time, an overview of the agency was presented for new Committee members, followed by updates on key programs, including Older Blind, the Business Enterprise Program (BEP), and Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS).

During the Older Blind update, the agency shared data showing that it expected to serve just over 1,000 individuals last year, but instead served more than 1,400. If the trend continues, the agency may serve close to 2,000 this year, which exceeds the amount projected. The agency expressed its gratitude for the $592,000 and two full-time positions received in last year’s budget request.

In the BEP portion of the agency update it was noted that seven new micro markets have been installed for a total of eight. These offer better food options and self-service convenience for customers and have the latest accessibility and technology features which improve the ability of the licensed vendors to operate their businesses.

Information was also shared about the Fort Jackson military contract and how licensed vendors operate 10 Warrior restaurants (Dining Facility Administration Centers) that employ approximately 900 people total. During November, these ten restaurants served more than 23,000 Thanksgiving meals, while each month they serve a combined average of 750,000 meals. 

In the Pre-ETS update SCCB shared that it held several camps at the University of South Carolina (USC) campus this past summer, with more than 30 students participating. The experience of staying on the campus was very helpful for most students. One student shared that she gained the confidence to apply for college after learning to navigate the USC campus.

The agency presentation also included competitive integrated employment data showing that over the past four years, average hourly wages and annual salaries for consumers have steadily increased. The current average salary earned is just over $34,000, up from just over $25,000 in FY21, a 34% increase. Positions held by consumers included a registered nurse at $31.80 an hour and several managerial positions earning more than $50 an hour.

Lastly, during the Hearings, success stories were shared, including one about a licensed vendor who operates the Micro Market at the Blythewood headquarters of the Department of Public Safety and the Department of Motor Vehicles.

The Senate Family and Veterans’ Services Committee held reconfirmation hearings for Susan John and Cathy Olker, and a confirmation hearing for Sonia Timmons. Ms. John and Ms. Timmons were subsequently confirmed by the full Senate. The agency is waiting on Senate confirmation for Ms. Olker, as her hearing was held at a later date. Ms. Timmons, who will represent the 5th Congressional District, has an official start date of May 19, 2025. 

The agency received an exemption from the State Procurement Code for purchases made for consumers. This was granted in February by the State Fiscal Accountability Authority. This will enable the agency to more efficiently purchase and provide services and items, such as assistive technology, to consumers based on their individual needs.

The Commissioner and other Executive team members traveled to each regional office to meet with staff and discuss integrated service delivery and the importance of delivering excellent customer service both internally and externally. 

Kevin Alberse, Training Center Director, joined the SCCB team toward the end of last year and has been working on improving the quality of training programs. He worked with instructors to develop standards and objectives for the current classes. Mr. Alberse is also working on a cohort-style model that will add to the overall number of consumers served, the quality of services, and provide more structure while not losing the individualized focus on consumer needs.

Curtis Hutchinson, General Counsel, joined the agency in January, bringing several years of experience in State Government. Also welcomed were Steven Clough, Residential Facilities Supervisor, and Darius Farley, Accountant/Fiscal Analyst.

Finance Update
Kenneth Burton reported:
[bookmark: _Hlk141361847][bookmark: _Hlk150433877][bookmark: _Hlk80692901]State Budget – As of February 28, 2025, the agency was 75% through the state fiscal year, with overall spending at 63%. Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) has utilized 70% of its budget, the Training Center 54%, Transition Services 66%, the Business Enterprise Program (BEP) 68%, Prevention of Blindness 59%, Older Blind 55%, Children’s Services 50%, and Administration 73%. 
Federal Grants – The agency is 75% through the total period of performance for the 2024 grant cycle. The agency has utilized 56% of the VR general use portion of the grant, 70% of the portion set aside for the provision of pre-ETS, and 100% of the Older Blind grant.

The agency is 42% through the total period of performance for the 2025 grant cycle. The agency has utilized 22% of the VR grant, 1% of pre-ETS, 89% of the Older Blind grant, 0% of the Supported Employment grant, and 0% of the Supported Employment grant (Transition).

Fort Jackson funds were received and disbursed accordingly. The funds are sent from the U.S. Army to the State Treasurer, the State Treasurer sends the funds to SCCB, and SCCB sends the funds to Envision (the Blind Licensed Vendor’s LLC). None of these funds are used by SCCB.
Overall, agency spending is on target with its budget, and there are no current concerns regarding shortages.
Administration Update
[bookmark: _Hlk76044447][bookmark: _Hlk96939385]Luis Mendoza reported:
Human Resources Update
The agency currently employs 91 full-time employees (FTE). Including temporary and contract employees, the total workforce is 102. The agency’s turnover rate is 19%, slightly higher than a year ago. The increase in turnover was due to revised performance standards implemented across all positions.
The agency’s annual affirmative action report was submitted to the General Assembly. The agency’s attainment rate remains at 95.9%, which is the highest in agency history. Overall, the agency ranks 11th out of 79 state agencies.
Updated performance documents for all roles were uploaded into the new performance management system. Midyear reviews are underway in several departments in preparation for October’s annual performance reviews.
Facilities Update
Building A construction is progressing, with 70% completion on the upper level and 50% on the lower level. Framing is complete and automatic door installation is planned for mid-April. The project remains on schedule for completion by September.
The first phase of the agency-wide upgrade to the camera and access control system was started in Building A. Information Technology (IT) and Facilities teams collaborated on the installation of new wiring to support the enhanced security system, which will be gradually implemented across the entire campus.
The Business Enterprise Program (BEP) team completed 48 work orders, 23 of which were resolved on the same day. The remaining orders were closed within seven days. New customer service initiatives include standardizing locks, upgrading coin mechanisms and bill validators, and increasing communication with licensed vendors. 
Information Technology Update
The IT Department continues to advance major initiatives across the agency. Wireless access point installations were completed at remote sites, providing unified wireless access and eliminating the need for VPN (virtual private network) use on agency Wi-Fi.
A major cost-saving initiative in progress will switch staff cell phone service to T-Mobile. This change will provide iPhone 15s for staff and reduce monthly costs by nearly 50%.
Pending approval, IT will expand wireless coverage in Buildings B and C. This will more than double the current coverage and significantly improve internet speed and reliability for consumers, particularly in areas where access is currently limited.
IT is developing an imaging station that will speed up the deployment of laptops to consumers and allow in-house upkeep of computer labs and assessment devices, reducing costs and turnaround time. If fully implemented, the agency expects an estimated cost savings of more than $8,000 per month.
Assistive Technology Device Overview
Four assistive technology devices were demonstrated that support independence for individuals who are blind or low vision. Each device has different features and uses depending on the user’s needs.
The Patriot Voice EZ is a stationary reading device ideal for users wanting independence in managing mail, reading documents, or enjoying printed materials. It is the size of a hardback book with three large buttons located on the top. The user places printed material underneath the built-in camera, presses the center button, and the device takes a picture of the text and reads it aloud through a built-in speaker. 
CloverBook Pro is a foldable, portable full-feature video magnifier with Optical Character Recognition (OCR) capability. It is designed for individuals with low vision who need both visual magnification and text-to-speech features. It is about the size of a laptop and comes with a carrying case. It has a 12.5-inch high-definition screen, an adjustable arm with a camera to scan documents on a desk/tabletop, and a second camera for long distance viewing.
Clover 6 is an ambidextrous handheld video magnifier (about the size of a smartphone) for someone with low vision who needs help reading receipts, price tags, menus, and more. It has a 6-inch high-definition screen and provides up to 20x magnification with tactile buttons for zooming in and switching between high-contrast color modes. Clover 6 also includes a foldable stand, which lifts the device to allow for signing documents, writing checks, or filling out forms.
Meta Smart Glasses, also known as Ray-Ban Meta Glasses, are wearable smart glasses for individuals who are comfortable with technology and who want a hands-free, discreet way to access information, stay connected, and interact with their environment. Inside the frame are built-in speakers, microphones, a camera, and touch-sensitive controls. The glasses pair with a smartphone and may be used for hands-free audio access, communication, and capturing photos and videos. Users say, “Hey Meta,” to activate the built-in voice assistant, ask questions, play music, send messages, or take photos and videos Audio plays through open-ear speakers just above the ears, allowing individuals to hear the world around them while listening to content. Although the glasses do not provide visual magnification or OCR reading, Meta is developing features that will describe surroundings, identify objects, and read text using artificial intelligence (AI).
Communications Update
Mark Gamble reported:
Steve Cook, Assistive Technology Manager, Derrick Strick, JAWS (Job Access With Speech) Instructor, and Mr. Gamble attended the 40th Annual CSUN Assistive Technology Conference in Anaheim California, March 10-14, 2025, hosted by California State University, Northridge Center on Disabilities. There were more than 4500 attendees from around the world, more than 300 sessions offered, and more than 120 vendors.   included how to use assistive devices and software, assistive technology legislation, usability and design, and more. Many of the vendors present were demonstrating prototype devices that they expect to bring to market over the next twelve to eighteen months.
It was noted that the vendors who offer the devices demonstrated in the Assistive Technology Device Overview also attended CSUN.
Mr. Gamble demonstrated two items from the conference:
The Morphic Toolbar is a free software tool that can be installed on personal computers (Windows or Macintosh), but not smart phones. The toolbar provides easy, direct access to many accessibility features already built into the Windows and Macintosh operating systems, such as increasing or decreasing the size of any item on the screen (text, pictures, buttons, etc.); magnifying any area of the screen; selecting any text on the screen and having it read aloud; adjusting the contrast, colors, and dark mode settings for the screen, and more.
Optaro, by Eschenbach, is the first video magnifier specifically made for a smartphone. It attaches to an iPhone using the MagSafe connection or a custom case, and communicates with the iPhone using a free app, turning the phone into a full-featured video magnifier. Optaro provides a full high-definition image, up to 15x magnification and a large field of view on the iPhone screen. The camera, located under the center of the phone, automatically swivels into the reading position when the integrated stand is folded out to ensure there is no on-screen distortion or any orientation issues. Features provided through the app/device include customized magnification adjustment, 14 different color modes, reading orientation guides, and a “Tell-Me” function that reads out loud a group of words.
Consumer Services Update
Carol Anderson reported:
The Consumer Services department collaborated with Executive Leadership and Regional Directors to update all VR staff job descriptions to ensure VR staff clearly understand their responsibilities. 
Consumer Services, along with the Commissioner and members of Executive Staff, visited each Regional Office in February to deliver a basic VR training on customer service and how each VR staff role fits in the service delivery process, from applicants and consumers.
Consumer Services staff are meeting weekly to review and edit nine VR 101 modules. Revised modules will be submitted to the Commissioner for final approval. Following this, the modules will be uploaded to YesLMS by July 2025 and assigned to staff as part of their VR training. 
The Prevention of Blindness program continues to support eligible South Carolinians with sight-saving procedures. A consumer who recently underwent cataract surgery in both eyes expressed his gratitude for the help he received. The consumer shared that he can now see road signs without visual aids and that regaining sight would not have been possible without SCCB’s assistance. 
The annual Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) 7-OB report was submitted in December 2024. The report, which covers the Federal Fiscal Year (FFY) from October 1, 2023, through September 30, 2024, assesses the performance measures for the Older Blind Program, including the number of individuals who received assistive technology services, orientation and mobility, independent living, and adjustment to blindness training to regain or improve independence. The number of referrals the agency receives for this program continues to increase.
In January 2025, South Carolina became the first state in the nation to participate in the Washington Seminar Career Quest program, which provides Pre-Employment Transition Services to blind students. Five students (ages 18 and above) traveled to Washington, DC, for the immersive four-day experience. They participated in presentations, educational seminars, advocacy training, and developed a social and professional network that will assist them in obtaining competitive integrated employment. The students also learned how to advocate, interact with potential employers, and obtain direct feedback on their qualifications. At the end of the event, students received a career quest experience summary that included a daily career quest journal, post-secondary goal road map, career track statement, and mentor network.
The agency will partner with the South Carolina School for the Deaf and the Blind (SCSDB) to hold a summer camp from June 2-6, 2025, at SCSDB for rising ninth through twelfth graders. A similar camp will be held June 9-27 at the University of South Carolina Aiken.
SCCB’s Youth Services Lead has developed a strong partnership with staff from the South Carolina School for the Deaf and the Blind. Discussions have focused on enhancing service delivery and collaboration, including expanding work-based learning experiences (WBLEs) for consumers.
The agency continues to utilize Vocational Rehabilitation Technical Assistance – Quality Employment (VRTAC-QE) to develop best practices, policies, and procedures for self-employment. 
Business Enterprise Program Update

Ryan Skinner reported:

California and Virginia agreed to be the lead states for the West Coast and East Coast Marine contract. During negotiations with those two states, the agency received information that the Marines inquired about the possibility of a single national contract and that Colorado may take the lead. If this occurred, it would not change the agency’s ability to award opportunities to licensed vendors once the contract was secured.

The Fort Jackson arbitration concluded on February 28, 2025. Attorneys received the transcript and began preparing their briefs for the panel. The agency expects to receive a decision in the summer.

Micro markets have been established at the South Carolina Department of Education, the South Carolina Department of Public Service/Department of Motor Vehicles, and in four buildings located on state house grounds. SCCB also has micro market projects underway with the Navy. The agency has received positive feedback about the new micro markets.

The agency recently began collaborating with the Elected Committee of Blind Vendors to develop a strategic plan for the BEP. This plan will be instrumental in continuing to improve the BEP in South Carolina.

The BEP annual meeting is scheduled for Friday, March 28 and Saturday, March 29, 2025, at the Hilton Garden Inn in West Columbia. At the meeting, licensed vendors will receive training, updates regarding the Randolph Sheppard Act, and learn about various business-related topics. 

Strategic Plan Update

Sarah Leonard reported:

SCCB’s 2025 Strategic Plan was developed and finalized with input from the Board of Commissioners before being submitted as part of the Annual Accountability Report in September 2024. The South Carolina Department of Administration published each agency’s report in December 2024. SCCB reviews progress quarterly to ensure goals are aligned with the agency’s mission. The following outlines third quarter key performance measures for the 2025 Strategic Plan, covering July 2024 through June 2025.

· Assistive Technology (AT) Staff Engagement (1.6.1) – AT staff attendance at expos and conferences has increased, with four events scheduled by the end of April to complete this measure.
· AT Device Training for Staff (1.6.2) – Three AT device demonstrations were completed, with a fourth scheduled by June to meet the goal.
· Onsite AT Assessments (1.6.3) – SCCB exceeded its goal of 45 onsite assessments. As of February, 53 onsite AT assessments were conducted since July 1, 2024.
· Program Information Sheets & Website Updates (2.2.1 & 2.2.2) – SCCB is on track to complete all five program flyers and update the website by June 2025.
· Employee Recognition Program (3.1.1 & 3.1.2) – SCCB is shifting from a traditional employee recognition model to a performance-based Program Integrity Model.
· Onboarding Training Updates (3.3.2) – Human Resources has updated 50% of the general onboarding training, with full completion anticipated by June 2025.
· Staff Training on Revised Job Duties (4.1.2) – Executive and leadership staff conducted in-person training in each region and is in the process of training administrative staff on their updated duties. Completion is expected before June 2025.
· Quality Assurance – Case Review (4.2.1) – Sixteen bi-monthly reviews were completed as of the end of February 2025, with a goal of 24 by June 2025.
· Quality Assurance – Referral Reviews (4.2.2) – Fourteen referral reviews were completed as of the end of February 2025, with a goal of 24 by June 2025.

Key focus areas for the final three months include revising policies, staff training, completing QA reviews, and increasing AT engagement. The leadership team will continue quarterly progress reviews.
Old Business
None
New Business
[bookmark: _Hlk92802386]Dan Hanfland requested a motion to change the Board’s bi-monthly meeting schedule to quarterly meetings, citing the hours and resources required for bi-monthly meetings. Darline Graham stated that under the new schedule, meetings would occur in March, June, September, and December each year. Mark Gamble stated the bylaws currently require meetings on the third Tuesday of each month and should be updated to address the change to quarterly meetings. The motion was seconded by Cathy Olker. Motion to change to quarterly meetings passed unanimously. Susan John requested a quarterly schedule be published. 

Dan Hanfland made a motion to amend the bylaws to provide the Board Chair with more flexibility to schedule meetings. Erica James seconded the motion. Motion passed unanimously. Revised text for the bylaws will be drafted and provided to the Board. The revised text will be ratified by the Board of Commissioners in the next meeting.  

Susan John recognized Leah “Nikki” Green for outstanding assistance to an Older Blind consumer. The consumer stated that it made a difference for her, and she appreciated the support she received from SCCB.
Public Comment
None
Future Board Meeting Schedule
To be determined.
[bookmark: _Hlk68604671]Adjournment
[bookmark: _Hlk80267611]There being no further business, Chairperson Susan John called for a motion to adjourn at 12:47 pm. A motion was made by Dan Hanfland and seconded by Erica James. No discussion. The motion passed unanimously. 
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