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It’s Best To Be A Veteran

The VA spends an average of $29,052 for each veteran who completes the six-week program.

If You’re Going To Have To Be Blind, It’s Best To Be A Veteran

The Day – Connecticut, Judy Benson, 6/17/2007 

West Haven VA Center offers crucial skills to aging population

Among the growing population of older Americans with poor eyesight, Frank Quagan, Larry Thompson and Virginia Beltz might consider themselves the lucky ones.

“I used to be a commercial artist, so it was very difficult for me to lose my eyesight,” said Quagan, 82, who lives in Warwick, R.I. Quagan was diagnosed with macular degeneration six years ago and, like the vast majority of those considered legally blind, has a smidgen of sight left.

One morning last month, Quagan wasn’t looking the part of a person defeated by a disability. He was sitting at a computer in a room on the sixth floor of the main hospital building at the Veterans Affairs Connecticut Healthcare System’s busy, sprawling campus in West Haven, having a one-on-one refresher course in computer skills with blind-rehabilitation teacher Jim Waldron. They were using equipment with special software for people with low vision.

Though inside a hospital, this unit looks more like a vocational boarding school, with dormitory-style bedrooms, a lounge, group dining room, and uniquely equipped classrooms. There are none of the IV poles, gurneys and white-coated doctors seen elsewhere in the hospital hallways.

Named the Eastern Blind Rehabilitation Center, the West Haven facility is one of 10 in VA hospitals around the country. The West Haven program serves blind and low-vision veterans from 15 states. Last year, about 300 went through the six-week course, said Penny Schuckers, chief of blind rehabilitation services. It costs the VA about $30,000 per patient.

The VA began these programs almost 40 years ago, originally to help veterans blinded by a combat injury. Over the years, it has evolved into a program that takes in mostly older veterans with low vision due to macular degeneration, glaucoma or diabetes. It is a special point of pride in the VA system.

“This program often helps people to be able to stay at the level of care they’re currently at, and can keep them from having to go into a nursing home,” said Schuckers. “We can teach them how to take their medicines accurately (using special touch-sensitive devices) and how to make sure they’re not eating food that’s expired …, and not getting cut with a knife.

“Blindness can be such an isolating condition,” she said. “People tend not to reach out and get help.”

That, she said, is why bringing together people with this condition to teach them new ways of accomplishing everyday tasks in a focused, residential setting is so valuable.

“The blind rehabilitation program at the VA is unique,” she said. “If you’re going to have to be blind, it’s best to be a veteran.”

According to the National Eye Institute, part of the National Institutes of Health, the number of Americans with vision loss is projected to increase substantially through 2020. Already, about 3.3 million people over age 40 — one in 28 — have low vision or blindness. That number is expected to reach 5.5 million over the next 13 years.

The most common cause is macular degeneration, which occurs when the part of the retina that enables clear central vision effectively goes dead. The vast majority of cases are untreatable. Glaucoma, cataract and complications of diabetes are other frequent causes of vision loss in older people.

A 2004 report from the eye institute said vision loss is “becoming a major public health problem,” which can lead to loss of independence and quality of life.

“My goal in coming here was to feel more independent,” said Larry Thompson, an Air Force veteran from West Grove, Pa., who has glaucoma. During his stay, he has been practicing his writing and computer skills, learning woodworking on machines he can read by touch, and calling the nightly Bingo games.
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“I’m in my third week here, and I’m really enjoying it,” he said as he applied polyurethane to a wooden coat rack in one of the program’s classrooms.

Quagan, who served in the Air Force in World War II, first came to the blind rehabilitation center four years ago for his six-week stay. Few non-veterans with low vision have access to a comparable range of extended-stay and outpatient services and equipment as that provided by the VA for free or at a low cost to veterans. Charges depend on an individual’s finances and service history.

“There’s nothing as powerful as this group experience, that shows the guys what they can do,” said Maureen Carr, blind rehabilitation specialist. “Some of the guys come here and they’ve been signing their name with an ‘X.’ This is one of the little dignity-robbers. When they come here, they can reclaim some of that dignity.”

During his time in the program, Quagan made new friends, learned housekeeping skills in the program’s kitchen, had a six-hour eye exam with an optometrist who specializes in low vision, and learned how to use computers with adaptive software, closed-circuit televisions, special low-vision lights, new eyeglasses and magnifiers. Much of that equipment, provided by the VA, is now in Quagan’s home.

“Before I came here, I really didn’t think I would benefit that much,” said Quagan. “But after I came here, I got so enthusiastic about the things I could do when I got home. Before I had left I made three pieces of pottery. I was actually doing artwork on a closed-circuit TV.”

Those who enroll in the program can also learn Braille and keyboarding skills. Many are also given white canes and taught to use them by sweeping the ground in front of them to walk down the street and to cross a busy intersection. Teachers take the students on mobility lessons around the campus and into downtown West Haven.

“I’ve learned how to use my stick,” said Howard Allen, an Army veteran from Newark, N.J. “This is an extension of my eyes. Now, if I go out without it, I feel like something’s missing.”

Allen said he didn’t use a walking stick at all before he came to West Haven, and wouldn’t cross the street without help. Sometimes he would wait five or 10 minutes for someone to come along. In mobility lessons, he learned how to use the stick on busy streets and sidewalks and how to listen for cues in traffic when crossing a busy intersection.

The program also sends teachers to veteran’s homes for refresher courses, to troubleshoot equipment problems, or to work with those who can’t come to the six-week program.

“A lot of blind rehabilitation is ongoing, because computer equipment changes, vision changes, and people have life changes,” said Kathryn Wiseman, supervisor of blind rehabilitation services.

The VA spends an average of $29,052 for each veteran who completes the six-week program. That includes the cost of the stay, the lessons at the center and follow-up lessons at home, the fixed operating costs of the facility and of the low-vision and special computer equipment each veteran brings home, Schuckers said.

Among the few female veterans at the program recently was Virginia Beltz, an 82-year-old from Newport, R.I., who served in the Navy. She first came two years ago for a six-week stay, and was back last month for a refresher computer course. This time around, she was most excited about learning how to use a book reader program. She was an avid reader before losing most of her eyesight to macular degeneration.

“You can put in any book, and it will read it to you,” she said. “The technology is always evolving.”

One of the initial steps for all who enter the program is a comprehensive eye exam with Dr. Kara Gagnon, director of low vision optometry. It can last up to seven hours, Gagnon said, because she spends a lot of time pinpointing the exact location on the retina that’s still healthy, and teaching patients how to make the most of what they have left.

“We can really train them to get right to that sweet spot,” she said. “We teach them to eliminate the head movement and use just eye movement.”

To find that “sweet spot,” she combines the patient’s own descriptions with what she can see when she looks at their eyes through a scanning laser ophthalmoscope, a sophisticated piece of equipment few private-practice optometrists have. Her exam also often leads to new eyeglass prescriptions for several kinds of glasses for different uses, and for other equipment like lighted magnifiers and closed-circuit televisions. These closed-circuit televisions, also called video magnifiers, allow a blind person to read magazines, newspapers and documents.

“I’m very invested in empowering these patients,” she said.

It works.

“I’m much more confident,” said Allen, the Newark, N.J. veteran. “I have no hang-ups now going up stairs or getting on and off elevators. This program has made a tremendous impact on my life.

New York State law (section 459-c of the Real Property Tax Law) gives local governments and public school districts the option of granting a reduction in the amount of property taxes paid by qualifying persons with disabilities.

To qualify, persons with disabilities generally must have certain documented evidence of their disability and meet certain income limitations and other

requirements. They also must file the exemption application with their 

local assessor by the appropriate filing date. The telephone number for the assessor can be found in the "blue pages" of the telephone directory. 

The basic exemption is a 50% reduction in the assessed value of the legal residence of the qualifying disabled person. For the basic exemption, the law

allows each county, city, town, village, or school district to set the maximum income limit at any figure between $3,000 and $29,000.

Localities have the further option of giving exemptions of less than 50% to persons with qualifying disabilities whose incomes are more than $29,000. Under this option, called the "sliding-scale" option, a qualifying owner can have a yearly income as high as $37,399.99 and get a 5% exemption in places that are using the maximum limit.

Please check with your local assessor or the clerks of the local governments and school district involved to determine which local options, if any, are

in effect. 

Please note that if the property is receiving an exemption under the low-income senior citizens exemption (section 467 of the Real Property Tax Law), it cannot also receive an exemption under this law for the same municipal tax purpose. A property eligible for the persons with disabilities exemption, however, can receive other exemptions, such as those for School Tax Relief (STAR), veterans, etc.

When the property is owned by one or more persons, some of whom qualify for this exemption and the others of whom qualify for the senior citizens' exemption provided by RPTL §467, the owners have the option of choosing the more beneficial exemption. The owners may not be prohibited from taking one of these two exemptions solely because the owners qualify for more than one exemption.

Q. What are the general requirements to qualify for this exemption?

A. The requirements are based on the person’s disability, ownership status, residency and occupancy status, and income. 

Q. What are the disability requirements?

A. To be eligible, an applicant must have a physical or mental impairment, not due to current use of alcohol or illegal drug use, that substantially limits

that person’s ability to engage in one or more major life activities, such as caring for one’s self, performing manual tasks, walking, seeing, hearing,

speaking, breathing, learning or working. 

The applicant must submit one of the following: 

list of 5 items

• An award letter from the Social Security Administration certifying the applicant’s eligibility to receive Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI)

or Supplemental Security Income (SSI). 

• An award letter from the Railroad Retirement Board certifying the applicant’s eligibility to receive railroad retirement disability benefits. 

• A certificate from the State Commission for the Blind and Visually Handicapped stating that the applicant is legally blind. 

• An award letter from the United States Postal Service stating that the applicant is certified to receive a United States Postal Service disability pension.

• An award letter from the United States Department of Veterans Affairs stating that the applicant is entitled to a veterans disability pension. 

If the award letter or certificate states that the applicant’s disability is permanent, there will be no need to refile evidence of disability in future

years if renewal of the exemption is sought.

Q. What are the residency and occupancy requirements?

A. The property must be the "legal residence" of the disabled person and must be occupied by that person unless he or she is absent from the property while receiving health-related services as an inpatient of a residential health care facility. Such a facility is defined as a nursing home or other facility

that provides or offers lodging, board, and physical care. Such care includes, but is not limited to, the recording of health information, dietary supervision,

and supervised hygienic services. 

The property for which the exemption is being sought also must be used exclusively for residential purposes. If a portion of the property is used for other than residential purposes, however, the exemption will apply only to the portion that is used exclusively for residential purposes.

Q. Must all owners of the property qualify for the exemption?

A. Yes. All of the owners must be persons with disabilities. Exceptions are made in cases where the property is owned by husband and wife, or by siblings. In those cases, only one needs to have a disability. 

Q. What if the property is held in a life estate or trust?

A. If a person holds life estate in the property, that person is the legal owner of the property. If the property is held in trust, the exemption may be
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allowed if the trustee or beneficiary of the trust qualifies. 

Q. Can qualified residents of cooperative apartments receive the exemption?

A. Yes. Municipalities that offer the exemption also may offer it to otherwise qualified persons who are tenant-stockholders of a cooperative apartment corporation. Any exemption granted will be credited by the taxing authority against the assessed value of the property. The reduction in property taxes resulting from the exemption will be credited by the cooperative apartment corporation against the amount of such taxes otherwise chargeable to the tenant-stockholder.

Q. What are the income requirements and what is considered income?

A. The exemption cannot be granted if the income of the owner, or the combined income of all of the owners, exceeds the maximum income limit set by the locality. 

If the owner is married, the income of the spouse must be included in the total unless the spouse is absent from the residence due to a legal separation

or abandonment. The income of a non-resident former spouse, who retains an ownership interest, is not included. Applicants should contact their local assessor to determine what the income limits are.

Income is to be reported on the basis of the latest preceding income tax year prior to the date of application. This usually is the preceding calendar year.

If the owner, any of the owners, or the spouse of any of the owners filed a federal or New York State income tax return for the preceding calendar year,

a copy of the return should be submitted with the application.

Income includes:

• disability payments, 

• all Social Security payments, 

• salary and wages (including bonuses), 

• interest (including non-taxable interest on state and local bonds), 

• total dividends, 

• net earnings from farming, rentals, business or profession (including amounts claimed as depreciation for income tax purposes), 

• income from estates or trusts, 

• gains from sales and exchanges, 

• the total amount received from governmental or private retirement or pension plans, 

• annuity payments (excluding amounts representing a return of capital), 

• alimony, 

• unemployment insurance payments, 

• workers’ compensation, etc. 

Income does not include:

• Supplemental Security Income, 

• moneys received pursuant to the federal Foster Grandparent Program, 

• welfare payments, 

• inheritances, 

• a return of capital, or 

• reparation payments received by Holocaust survivors. 

Municipalities have the option to permit applicants to subtract from their incomes all medical and prescription drug expenses that are not reimbursed or paid by insurance.

If the owner is an inpatient in a residential health care facility, the owner’s other income is not considered income in determining exemption eligibility

if it does not exceed the amount paid by such owner, spouse, or co-owner for care at the facility. Proof from the facility of the amount paid for an owner’s

care must be submitted with the exemption application.

Q. Are Social Security payments received by an owner as representative payee of another considered income to the recipient?

A. No. If the recipient can prove that the monies he or she receives are paid on behalf of another, such as the recipient's disabled adult child, those

monies received in a fiduciary capacity are not considered income to the recipient.

Q. Can the exemption be granted for school taxes if a child resides on the property and attends any public school in the district or in another school district?

A. Yes, but only if a school district allowing the exemption also adopts a separate resolution to allow the exemption on such property. Moreover, the school district resolution authorizing the exemption must provide that satisfactory proof is required that the child was not brought into the residence primarily for the purpose of attending a particular school within the district.

Q. Where must the application be filed?

A. The application form (RP-459-c) must be filed with the city, town or village assessor for partial exemption from city, town and village property taxes. File with the town assessor for partial exemption from county or school district taxes, or from village taxes in villages that do not assess property.

There are exceptions for Nassau County and Tompkins County, which are county assessing units. In Nassau County, applications for exemption from county, town, or school taxes should be filed with the Nassau County Department of Assessment. In Tompkins County, applications for exemption from county, city, town, village, or school district taxes should be filed with the Tompkins County Division of Assessment.

Q. What is the deadline for filing?

A. The application generally must be filed in the local assessor’s office on or before the appropriate taxable status date. This date in most towns is

March 1. In Nassau County, it is January 2. Westchester County towns have either a May 1 or June 1 taxable status date; contact the assessor. In cities,

such date is determined from charter provisions. In New York City, applications for this exemption must be filed on or before March 15. The date in most assessing villages is January 1, but the village clerk should be consulted for variations.

A publication of the:

New York State Office of Real Property Tax Services

WA Harriman State Campus

Albany, NY 12227

518-591-5232

Commission on Quality Care and Advocacy for Persons with Disabilities

401 State Street

Schenectady, NY 12305-2397

www.cqcapd.state.ny.us

1-800-624-4143

Parading and saluting the flag 

When carried in a procession, the flag should be to the right of the marchers. 

. When other flags are carried, the flag of the United States may be centered in front of the others or carried to their right. When the flag passes in a procession, or when it is hoisted or lowered, all should face the flag 

and salute. 

. To salute, all persons come to attention. 

. Those in uniform give the appropriate formal salute. 

. Members of the Armed Forces and veterans who are present but not in uniform may render the military salute. 

. Citizens not in uniform salute by placing their right hand over the heart and men with head cover should remove it and hold it to left shoulder, hand over the heart. 

. Members of uniformed organizations in formation salute upon command of the person in charge. 

The Pledge of Allegiance. All present except those in uniform should stand at attention facing the flag with the right hand over the heart; 

National Anthem. The composition consisting of the words and music known as the Star-Spangled Banner is the national anthem. During a rendition of the national anthem when the flag is displayed: 

All present except those in uniform should stand at attention. 

Men not in uniform should remove their headdress with their right hand and hold the headdress at the left shoulder, 

. Members of the Armed Forces and veterans who are present and not in uniform may render the military salute. 

. Individuals in uniform should give the military salute at the first note of the anthem and maintain that position until the last note; and 

When the flag is not displayed, all present should face toward the music and act in the same manner they would if the flag were displayed. 

The flag in mourning 

To place the flag at half-staff (or half-mast, on ships), hoist it to the peak for an instant and lower it to a position half way between the top and bottom of the staff. 

. The flag is to be raised again to the peak for a moment before it is lowered. 

. On Memorial Day, the flag is displayed at half-staff until noon and at full staff from noon to sunset. 

. The flag is to be flown at half-staff in mourning for the death of designated, principal government leaders. 

. The flag is to be flown at half-staff for thirty days in mourning for the death of the current or former President of the United States. 

. The U.S. flag is otherwise flown at half-staff (or half-mast, on ships) only when directed by the President of the United States, a state governor (within that state), or the mayor of Washington D.C. (within the 

district). 

. When used to cover a casket or coffin, the flag should be placed with the union at the head and over the left shoulder. It should not be lowered into the grave. 

. The U.S. Flag is to be flown half staff on Patriot Day (11 SEP) 

SOMETHING NICE

There is a track club that volunteers in Manhattan that pairs sighted athletes 

with the visually impaired for tandem bike ride through central park.

http://abclocal.go.com/wabc/story?section=news/local&id=7569712
Lawmakers seek to update jobs program for blind and disabled

By Robert Brodsky rbrodsky@govexec.com August 2, 2010 

A pair of lawmakers has introduced legislation to modernize a program that provides jobs for the blind and disabled.

The 2010 Javits-Wagner-O'Day Act would update the nearly 40-year-old AbilityOne program by giving it additional resources and oversight, and making regulatory changes. The bill is sponsored by Reps. Edolphus Towns, D-N.Y., and Brian Bilbray, R-Calif.

"Today is truly a historic day, and I am proud to introduce this long-awaited legislation with Congressman Bilbray to help create vital new job opportunities for people who are blind or have significant disabilities," said Towns, chairman of the House Oversight and Government Reform Committee, in a statement on Friday, shortly after the bill was introduced.

"The blind and disabled community is a vibrant segment of our economy and this legislation will ensure their active participation in the government procurement process," Bilbray added.

Formerly known as the Javits-Wagner-O'Day Program, AbilityOne is a federal initiative that generates jobs and training opportunities for about 40,000 blind or disabled Americans. The program -- the largest source of employment in the United States for people who are blind or have severe disabilities -- encourages the government to use its buying power to procure select products and services from nonprofit agencies that employ disabled workers.

Administered by an independent federal agency known as Committee for Purchase From People Who Are Blind or Severely Disabled, the program employs more than 600 community-based nonprofits nationwide. But, Towns and Bilbray argued AbilityOne is falling short of its goals, in part because the provisions in the 1971 legislation are outdated.

The new bill would update AbilityOne's procurement provisions to make them compatible with modern regulations, statutes and procedures, the lawmakers said. The committee, for example, would be required to compile and publish a list of products and services available through the program. Agencies then would be required, in many circumstances, to use the program when procuring those items.

Fifteen presidentially appointed members oversee the committee: 11 senior officials from agencies or Defense Department services, and four nongovernmental representatives familiar with the issues the blind and disabled face. The new bill would add the Homeland Security and Interior departments to the committee structure. And, it would add oversight and compliance personnel, including an inspector general for the program.

The legislation also would provide the committee and its associated nonprofits, the National Industries for the Blind and NISH - Creating Employment Opportunities for People With Severe Disabilities, with additional tools and resources to increase employment. And it would set tight criteria for nonprofits to operate in the program.

NISH Chief Marketing Officer Barbara Van Allen said the proposal would bring AbilityOne into compliance with modern disability employment policy and provide much-needed flexibilities to the procurement process.

"Nearly 70 percent of individuals who are blind or have other significant disabilities are unemployed," Van Allen said. "These individuals represent the nation's largest untapped labor force. It is our hope that by modernizing the Javits-Wagner-O'Day Act, we can address this unacceptable number of unemployed individuals."

Congress created the Javits-Wagner-O'Day Program in 1938 so the blind could manufacture mops and brooms to sell to the federal government. In 1971, the law was extended to include people who had severe disabilities and to expand the program to provide services to the government. In 2006, the program changed its name to AbilityOne to better convey its employment mission and link participating organizations.

"This proposed legislation updates 40-year-old language and brings it into alignment with modern-day terminology," said Kevin Lynch, president and CEO of the National Industries for the Blind. "It maintains the original intent of the Javits-Wagner-O'Day Act while improving the structure of the program with the addition of the Department of Homeland Security and Department of Interior. It also strengthens compliance and oversight."

President Obama issued an executive order instructing agencies to take steps to increase employment of people with disabilities. The directive requires agencies to take steps to meet a goal of hiring an additional 100,000 disabled employees over five years that President Clinton originally laid out in a July 2000 executive order.
2010 TEE TOURNAMENT

This 17th Annual VA National Sponsored event was, as usual, a huge success. Three NYRG members attended. They were Erwin Hutzmann, Jim Skuggevik and Dennis O’Connell. 

GOD BLESS AMERICA! 
