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U.S. Department of Education Dragging Its Feet 
on Stimulus Money Distribution

Washington, D.C. (March 21, 2009) -- The National Council of Independent Living (NCIL) Board of Directors, a membership organization which advances Independent Living and the rights of people with disabilities through consumer-driven advocacy, met on Saturday March 21 with David Esquith, Director of State Monitoring and Program Improvement Division, U. S. Department of Education, to clarify the status of stimulus funds appropriated by Congress under the American Recovery and Restoration Act (ARRA) for Independent Living services and supports. On February 18, U. S. Department of Education asked the NCIL Board to provide questions regarding how the ARRA funds will be distributed to approximately 400 consumer-controlled Centers for Independent Living and 56 Statewide Independent Living Councils across the country and territories. Seeing other ARRA distributions being released from many federal agencies, Mr. Esquith was invited by the Board of Directors to their quarterly meeting to explain why the ARRA funds for Centers for Independent Living and Statewide Independent Living Councils have not been distributed. 

Mr. Esquith stated repeatedly that clarifications for the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 as amended, Title VII Parts B and C will soon be forthcoming through fact sheets and webinars , and apologized that the focus of the Department of Education has been on other parts of the agency’s responsibilities, with people with disabilities being ‘low on the pecking order’.  He stated that a state match of 10% would be needed to obtain Title VII Part B funds while a match for Title I has been waived.  Mr. Esquith was unclear as to whether the state match could be ‘in-kind’. When asked about Part C funds, the core funding for Centers for Independent Living,  Mr. Esquith was unable to be specific on how much each state would receive and allowable uses for those funds. If states had approved State Plans for Independent Living, which include the development of new Centers for Independent Living, those states will have to use stimulus funds for developing new Centers. The implication to the NCIL Board is that all existing Centers will be obliged to take a decrease in their funding to support the newly developed Centers when stimulus funds are gone. 

The NCIL Board shared numerous examples of the Department of Education misinterpreting and misapplying the Rehabilitation Act, and not responding to Centers and Councils over the past many years. Mr. Esquith asked for a forward-looking agreement to work collaboratively with NCIL. He stated that ARRA funds would be available for Part B by end of March and Part C funding would be available by September 30, 2009. The total of Part C funds, roughly $87.5M, might be further delayed if amendments were needed to each State Plan for Independent Living, as approval from Department of Education of SPIL amendments can take months. Mr. Esquith stated that no plans are being discussed to ensure that acceptance of any changes to the state plans occur on a fast track.

The NCIL Board is outraged that citizens with disabilities are being ignored under ARRA funds distribution. With the highest unemployment rate of any group in the country, those living with disabilities are losing employment as service providers and employers are laying off workers. The intent of the ARRA is to ensure that those with low to moderate incomes are provided opportunities to continue employment and to thus spend income on goods and services. With the poor coordination of ARRA funds to Centers and Councils, the Department of Education is standing in the way of many with disabilities continuing to live independently. 

For over 25 years the National Council of Independent Living has worked with citizens of all ages living with disabilities to ensure that basic civil rights and access to services and supports are available to all. Centers for Independent Living and Statewide Independent Living Councils are mandated in Title VII of the Rehabilitation Act as amended. Funding from Congress is funneled through the U. S. Department of Education. 

The NCIL Board will be hosting a Disability Policy Summit in Washington DC on Monday as well as a Congressional Briefing on Tuesday. The U. S. Department of Education’s lack of follow through on ARRA funding will be one of the topics at both sessions. A complete transcript of the meeting with Mr. Esquith will soon be available at www.ncil.org. 
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The National Council on Independent Living (NCIL) is America’s leading and oldest cross-disability, grassroots organization run by and for people with disabilities.  NCIL represents Centers for Independent Living (CILs), Statewide Independent Living Councils (SILCs), as well as other organizations and individuals to advance independent living, and the rights of people with disabilities through consumer-driven advocacy. NCIL envisions a world in which people with disabilities are valued equally and participate fully.  

To learn more, visit the NCIL website: www.ncil.org.
