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SSA  Revises  Important  Publications
The “Red Book” has been revised for 2001 and is available to you either in hard copy (from your local SSA office) or from the SSA publication listing at their web site under publications.  The new title is “2001 Red Book on Employment Support,” SSA Publication No. 64-030, January 2001.  What’s new?  With the publication of the “Red Book,” SSA is no longer using the term “work incentives,” it has been replaced with the term “employment supports.”  

The “2001 Social Security Handbook” was revised in March and is available on-line at:

http://www.ssa.gov/OP_Home/handbook/ssa‑hbk.htm.   The “Handbook” is an excellent reference tool when you encounter a question about benefits.  The “Handbook” is contains 24 chapters arranged by topics.  The Index is extensive and can help you find the information you are seeking.



Benefit  Planning,  Assistance  and  Outreach  -  Update
A new service is available to people receiving Social Security and/or Supplemental Security Income.  The Ticket To Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999 (Public Law 106-170) requires the Social Security Administration (SSA) to provide benefit planning and assistance to all beneficiaries.  This service is free to anyone who requests assistance.

Benefit planning and assistance services are being implemented this Spring, throughout the country.  SSA is in the final stage of awarding contracts for this service.  In January, SSA announced the third (hopefully, the final) round of solicitation for proposals to provide this service.  This solicitation was restricted to specific areas in which previous contracts were not awarded.  (The entire States of Alabama, Nevada, North Dakota, Oregon, South Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia; and certain counties in the States of Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, and Minnesota.)

All SSDI and SSI beneficiaries (including SSI recipients as young as age 14) must be able to access this service.  SSA is providing this service through cooperative agreements with local organizations and agencies.  Each local provider is responsible to provide Benefit Counselors to serve beneficiaries in a specific geographic area. 

Organizations and agencies presently under contract have been attending five-day training sessions provided by SSA at various locations throughout the country.  Many of these contractors are now open for business.  You can access a listing of the local providers by state and county at the following web site: http://www.ssa.gov/work/ServiceProviders/statebystate.html .

The service must be provided in the person’s native language or a format to accommodate the person’s disability.

Properly preformed, benefit counseling informs, educates, and supports a person in making informed choices, rather than simply telling the person what to do.  A Benefit Counselor is not permitted to tell the person how to manipulate Federal and State benefit programs nor to make value judgements regarding the person’s choices in using this information.  

The development of a written plan of action  may take some time, since benefit counseling involves all benefits the person receives (SSA, medical, food stamps, housing, etc.).  A person should expect to meet with the Benefit Counselor several times before a final plan is developed.  It is impossible to understand the information in one sitting and the person will need time to think about his/her future before making any decisions.

What Services Can The Person Expect To Receive?
· Development of a complete profile of current benefits received;

· Assessment of the impact of employment on these benefits;

· A written plan for managing benefits and the use of appropriate work incentives;

· Advocacy to other agencies; and

· Periodic, follow-up planning services to keep things up-to-date.

Editor’s comment:  I have prepared a two-page flyer describing this service.  The flyer is currently distributed at workshops.  I encourage the audience to reproduce the flyer and distribute this information to individuals with disability and their support person(s).  People must know what services are available to them before they meet with a Benefit Counselor.  Informed people can request and should expect to receive complete services.  Our previous customers can request a copy of this flyer either by e-mail or fax.



Poverty  Guideline  Changes  for  2001
2001 HHS Poverty Guidelines 

	Size of Family Unit 
	48 Contiguous

States and D.C. 
	Alaska 
	Hawaii 

	1 
	$ 8,590 
	$10,730 
	$ 9,890 

	2 
	11,610 
	14,510 
	13,360 

	3 
	14,630 
	18,290 
	16,830 

	4 
	17,650 
	22,070 
	20,300 

	5 
	20,670 
	25,850 
	23,770 

	6 
	23,690 
	29,630 
	27,240 

	7 
	26,710 
	33,410 
	30,710 

	8 
	29,730 
	37,190 
	34,180 

	For each additional person add

 
	3,020 
	3,780 
	3,470 


SOURCE: Federal Register, Vol. 66, No. 33, February 16, 2001, pp. 10695-10697. 


Special  Prescription  Drug  Benefits  For  VeteransThe following appeared in SSA’s newsletter.  

“Did you know that one out of every four adult Social Security beneficiaries has served in the military? We want our veterans to know about an important prescription drug benefit available from the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA). A 30-day supply of prescription medications costs only $2 through the VA (disabled or low-income veterans can receive medications for free). To take advantage of this benefit, a veteran must have been honorably discharged from the military, must enroll with the VA, and must be seen by a VA doctor. The VA may charge for a doctor visit, but your insurance may cover this charge (disabled or low-income veterans can visit doctors for free). If you would like to find out more about this and other health benefits through the VA, you can call, toll-free, 1-877-222-VETS (1-877-222-8387). For information about military service and Social Security, check out our fact sheet. http://www.ssa.gov/pubs/10017.html”



 WOTC  Extended  by  US  Congress
The Work Opportunity Tax Credit (WOTC), an incentive often utilized by individuals with disability to access employment, was extended by the US Congress to December 31, 2001.  Information about the WOTC is available at the Department of Labor’s web site and SSA’s Employment Support web site.



New  Guide  Helps  People  with  Mental  Illness 


Resolve  Employment  Discrimination  Problems
The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration's (SAMHSA) Center for Mental Health Services (CMHS) released a new guide to help people with psychiatric disabilities, especially those who believe they have experienced employment discrimination, know how the ADA employment discrimination charge process works.

The new publication is titled “Filing an ADA Employment Discrimination Charge: Making It Work for You.”  Publication #SMA00-3471 

Copies of this new guide are available free of charge by calling the CMHS Knowledge Exchange Network at 1-800-789-2647; TTY 301-443-9006 or visiting their website: www.mentalhealth.org and select “publication.”



The Ticket to Work Program - Update
The proposed regulations concerning the Ticket to Work Program were published in the Federal Register on December 28, 2000.  You can obtain a full copy of the proposed regulations at the following address: http://www.ssa.gov/regulations/rin0960_af11.htm.

The public was permitted to comment on the proposed regulations until February 26,2001.  We expect, the SSA to issue final regulations by this summer.

Some of the key proposed components are:

1. Distribution of the Tickets

SSA will begin distributing Tickets in the thirteen states selected to pilot the program.  The Tickets will be distributed in each state in groups based on digits of the Social Security number.  Beneficiaries must be 18 to 64 years of age, have had at least one Continuing Disability Review (CDR), and receiving a Federal benefit to be eligible for a Ticket.  Thus people who have recently been found entitled to SSDI or eligible for SSI will not receive a Ticket until their first CDR is completed.  People in states that are not pilot states must wait until the program comes to their state in 2002 or 2003.  The thirteen states are: Arizona; Colorado; Delaware; Florida; Illinois; Iowa; Massachusetts; New York; Oklahoma; Oregon; South Carolina; Vermont; and Wisconsin. 

Eligible beneficiaries automatically will receive a Ticket in the mail. The ticket is a personal document that has the beneficiary's name and social security number on it. Along with the ticket, each beneficiary will receive a notice explaining the important points about the program, as well as a booklet with more detailed information.

The beneficiary has one Ticket during his/her period of disability.
2. Performance standards for beneficiaries using the ticket.

Beneficiaries who receive a Ticket decide when to use their Ticket.  When the beneficiary selects an Employment Network and both parties have agreed to an Individualized Work Plan (IWP), the Ticket is then assigned to the Employment Network.  When the Ticket is assigned, the beneficiary must meet performance standards for the Ticket to remain assigned.  While the Ticket is assigned the beneficiary is not subject to a Continuing Disability Review.  The proposed performance standards are:

1 Initial 24-month period. 

The initial 24 months is a training period, no work is required.  The person must demonstrate progress (based on the IWP) toward attaining employment at the end of this 24-month period.

1 First 12-month work review period (months 25 to 36).  

During this 12-month period the person must work at least three months at SGA level ($740 in 2001- this will be higher by this review period).  The second review will occur at month 36.

1 Second 12-month work review period (months 37 to 48). 

During this 12-month period the person must work at least six months at SGA level ($740 in 2001- this will be higher by this review period).  The third review will occur at month 48.

1 Third 12 month work review period (months 49 to 60)

During this 12 month period the person must work at least six months and achieve earned income high enough to “preclude” the payment of SSDI or SSI cash benefits.  The review will occur at month 60.

e
Subsequent 12 month work review periods.

During each subsequent 12 month period the person must work at least six months and achieve earned income high enough to “preclude” the payment of SSDI or SSI cash benefits.  The reviews will occur every twelve months until the Ticket ends (60 outcome payments have been made to the Employment Network).

There are provisions for suspending the Ticket during this sequence of reviews, but the beneficiary must reenter the sequence by demonstrating performance specified in the regulations. The Ticket does not start over again.
3.        Who is eligible to be an Employment Network?
· Any public or private entity that can provide directly, or arrange for other organizations or entities to provide: employment services, vocational rehabilitation services, or other support services.

· State agencies administering or supervising State plan approved under title I of Rehabilitation Act, may choose, on a case-by-case basis, to be paid as an EN.

· One-stop delivery systems established under subtitle B of title I of the Workforce Investment Act.

· Alternate participants currently operating under the authority of section 222(d)(2) of SS Act.

· Organizations administering Vocational Rehabilitation Services Projects for American Indians with Disabilities.

· Public or private schools that provide VR or employment services, conduct job training programs, or make services or programs available that can assist students with disabilities in acquiring specific job skills that lead to employment.  This includes transition programs.

· Employers that offer job training or other support services or assistance to help beneficiaries obtain and retain employment, or arrange for beneficiaries to receive relevant services or assistance.

SSA will issue the Request for Proposals to become an Employment Network very soon.  The announcement will appear in the government’s Federal Business Opportunities web site: www.eps.gov.  The presolicitation announcement appeared on April 5, 2001.  

4.        Employment Networks have a choice of payment methods: 1) the Outcome Payment 

method; or 2) the Outcome-Milestone Payment method.

The Outcome Payment method provides monthly payments equal to 40% of the national benefit average (not the beneficiary’s cash benefit amount) for up to 60 months.  A payment month is any month after assignment of the Ticket, in which the beneficiary  performs Substantial Gainful Activity (countable income of $740 - this year).

The Outcome-Milestone Payment method provides two milestone payments and the balance of payments over any 60 months the person performs Substantial Gainful Activity (SGA) (countable income of $740 - this year).  

First milestone - when the beneficiary works for 3 calendar months within a 12-month period and has gross earnings from employment (or net if self-employed) at the SGA dollar amount for each of the 3 months.

Second milestone - when beneficiary works for 7 calendar months within a 12-month period - any of the 3 months used to meet the first milestone can be included in the 7 months.

Please note there is a difference in criteria between a milestone payment and an outcome payment.  In the milestone payment, SSA is using gross income.  In the outcome payment, SSA is using countable income (after work incentives are applied).  The Employment Network using the Milestone-Outcome Payment method is eligible to keep the payment(s) even if the person never achieves the outcome phase criteria.

The difference between the two methods, is the total potential income to an Employment Network.  The Milestone-Outcome Payment method will only yield 85% of the potential income realized in the Outcome Payment method.  This difference was a basic provision in the original Act of 1999.


My comments on the proposed regulations:

There are points in the proposed regulations that require modification and/or clarification when the final rules are published.  I am a consultant to Maximus, the Program Manager for the Ticket to Work Program.  I will be happy to answering any questions you may have regarding the regulations but the technical questions I will pass on to Maximus to answer.  Nothing is official until the final regulations are published.

Be careful of what you are told by others.  As I pointed out earlier, I have already reviewed two summaries from national advocacy groups that misinterpreted key points.  It is essential, that you separate the Ticket regulations (particularly performance standards and payment methods) from the existing regulations on how income effects the person’s cash benefits. These are three separate processes occurring simultaneously:  1. Income effecting benefits; 2. Performance standards in using the ticket; and 3. Payment criteria.


The  Program  Manager  -  Update
Maximus has been busy preparing for the issue of the Employment Network request for proposals.  They have hired marketing coordinators to serve the thirteen states piloting the program and have placed information (a Fact Sheet) at their website.

You can access this through the MAXIMUS.com website.  Look for the hypertext selection at the bottom of the home page.  If you need additional information, you can leave a message and a Marketing Coordinator will contact you within a day or two.

Telephone numbers for Maximus: 

Toll-free General Information: 1-866- YOURTICKET (1-866- 968-7842) 

Fax: 703. 683. 3289

Marketing Coordinators are assigned specific states to develop Employment Networks. They are:

Karen Reddon  (703.236.6715): Vermont, Massachusetts

Monica Ennis  (703.236.6716); New York

Angus Thompson  (703. 236.6711): Delaware, South Carolina, Oklahoma

Stacey Lobban  (703.236.6714): Illinois, Wisconsin

Dan Betts  (703.236.6717): Iowa, Colorado. Arizona, Oregon

Ann Osborne, Marketing Manager: (703.236.6611):

You can use the toll-free line and then press the four-digit extension of the Marketing Coordinator you wish to reach (state specific). 



State  Partnership  Initiative  -  Update

Trying  New  Ideas
The Social Security Administration's (SSA) State Partnership Initiative (SPI) awarded cooperative agreements to 12 States to develop innovative projects to increase employment of people with disabilities who want to work. The projects are now in their third year of operation.  The table below lists the states with which SSA awarded cooperative agreements:

California  

New Hampshire

Ohio

Illinois

 
New Mexico  


Oklahoma

Iowa 


New York


Vermont

Minnesota

North Carolina

Wisconsin

SPI is designed to help Project States in the development of programs of employment support services for their residents with disabilities that will: 

· increase job opportunities;

· decrease dependence on Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) and Supplemental Security Income (SSI) benefits; and 

· foster the development of community resources. 

Four new ideas are being tested through approved waivers of existing regulations. The waivers only apply to beneficiaries participating in the state project.  Generally, waivers expire when the test or project ends.

1.  Three-for-Four - Increase Earned Income Exclusion
(Applies to SSI-only and concurrent SSDI/SSI beneficiaries in California, New York and Wisconsin SPI projects.)

SSA will exclude the first $65 of monthly earned income plus an additional 75 percent of any remaining gross monthly earned income, or an additional $3 for $4 earned. This differs from the current SSI rules under which SSA excludes the first $65 of monthly earned income plus an additional 50 percent of any remaining gross monthly earned income, or an additional $1 for $2 earned.

2.  Unearned Income Related to Work Activity - Treat as Earned Income
(Applies to SSI-only and concurrent SSDI/SSI beneficiaries in California, New York, Vermont and Wisconsin SPI projects.)

SSA will treat certain types of temporary unearned income related to work activity in the same manner, as we would treat earned income under provision 1. That is, SSA will exclude the first $65 of certain monthly unearned income plus an additional 75 percent of any of that remaining monthly unearned income. This differs from current SSI rules under which SSA excludes the first $20 of unearned income a month. The only types of temporary unearned income that result from work activity that would be subject to the alternative rule are: unemployment insurance benefits, worker's compensation benefits, State disability benefits, and disability-related benefits paid through private insurance plans. Ongoing benefits such as Social Security or Veterans' Administration benefits would continue to be treated as unearned income. 

3.  Independence Account - Create New Resource Exclusion
(Applies to SSI-only and concurrent SSDI/SSI beneficiaries in California, New York, Vermont and Wisconsin SPI projects.)

SSA will allow participants to maintain an "Independence Account" as a resource, beyond the current $2,000 resource limit. SSA will exclude one separate account for saved wages, not to be commingled with other monies, and with deposits limited to 50 percent of gross earnings, not to exceed $8,000 per year. The account could be a checking or savings account, certificate of deposit, money market or mutual fund account. It could not be any type of retirement plan such as an IRA, Roth IRA, 401(k) plan, or 403(b) plan. SSA will provide for a 24-month spend-down period following the expiration of the period during which deposits of wages into the "Independence Account" would be permitted under the demonstration project.

4.  Medical Continuing Disability Reviews (CDRs) - Suspended for Certain Participants

(Applies to SSI-only recipients in California, New York, Vermont and Wisconsin SPI projects.)

SSA will suspend medical CDRs for participants in the demonstration project who are title XVI-only recipients with "medical improvement possible" (MIP) or "medical improvement not expected" (MINE) diaries. For a project participant meeting these criteria, SSA will not initiate a medical CDR during the period the waiver is in effect, so long as the individual remains a project participant. The suspension of CDRs will not apply to redeterminations of disability that are required for childhood disability recipients who attain age 18. 



Extended  Forecast  - Scheduling of  Workshops 

We post the scheduled workshops on Social Security benefit programs and work incentives at our web page: www.wallinginc.com . (We try to keep it up-to-date)

If you are interested in hosting a workshop in the SUMMER or FALL, let us know.  The host agency provides space for 35-40 people, provides light refreshments, and assists in notifying local peer agencies of the workshop.  The host agency has ten free seats at the workshop.  We advertise the event, handle registration, and provide workshop materials.  Is there a less expensive way to train staff?

If you are interested in sponsoring a workshop, the event must be scheduled a minimum of 90 days in advance.  Contact us for details (610-696-1551).


Are  You  on  the  Distribution  List?
If you received this newsletter from a colleague and would like to receive future editions directly, simply send us an e-mail request.  We will add you to the distribution list.  You must provide your name and position, name of your organization and address.  E-mail your request to: SEAWalling@aol.com 


