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Dr. Maurer, thank you for that fine introduction. 

Since Memorial day, I have been formulating today’s speech. 

On that very special day for veterans, my wife and I paid our respects to the 

men and woman who made the ultimate sacrifice for their country. We first 

stopped at the Viet Nam War Memorial and next the new FDR Memorial 

both in Washington DC. Each memorial brought out a different set of 

emotions. 

It is inspiring to see the bigger than life statue of President Roosevelt 

sitting in his wheelchair. As I read his famous quotes on stopping the tides 

of evil, I could sense the pride and accomplishment that most Americans 

still feel today, over the ultimate success of winning World War II. The 

memories of a nation pulling together against a common foe with a 

common purpose are still strong after 55 years. 

In contrast, as we walked along side the black marble walls of the Viet Nam 

War Memorial, you can feel the bitterness, the anger and sadness that 

radiates off its shiny surface. Even after 25 years, people can’t seem let go 

of the sense of betrayal and disappointment.

History has told us, over and over, that when people pull together in a 

worthy  cause, that they can make a lasting difference not only for 

themselves but for future generations. Conversely, when they don’t work 

together, opportunities often pass them by and their lives are rarely 

changed for the better. 

I believe that the study of history, will enable you to open a window to the 

present and maybe even better understand the future. I don’t mean living in 

the past, or trying to duplicate the past, but rather learning the important 

lessons that only history can teach us. 

For example, what comes to mind, when I say “America’s Great 

Depression”? Most of us would say high unemployment, the stock market  

crash, and bread lines. Let’s look at some facts.  Few if any in this room 

were of a working age during the 1930s. But, if you were ,you would have 

faced a 33% unemployment rate, and you would have been standing in the 

unemployment line with 16 million people. If you were lucky enough to get 

a job, chances are that job would have been with one of President 

Roosevelt’s New Deal Programs like either the Civil Works Administration 

(CWA), or the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC).

The CWA employed about 4 million workers to build and repair roads, 

bridges and airports. The CCC employed about 2.5 million unmarried men 

maintaining and restoring beaches, forests and parks; later in the 1930s the 

CCC also added 8,500 women to their rolls. 

Keep those Great Depression facts in mind, but move with me to the present. 

Today, America’s employment rate is at a 30 year high. The Black and 

Hispanic populations are recording their highest employment rates ever.

Most Americans have never lived in a peacetime economy where the 

employment rate is more than 96%. President Clinton has said: “this 

should be a happy time for the people of the United States.” 

You should not be surprised by my punch-line….these are not happy times 

for blind people or for people who are severely disabled. The employment 

rate for people who are blind or severe disabled is under 30% and the 

Presidential Task Force for Employment of Adults with Disabilities reports 

that 23 million people with significant disabilities to include blindness are 

either unemployed or underemployed. So today’s reality is that blind 

people and people who are severely disabled are re-living America’s Great 

Depression. The unemployment statistics of the 1930s pale next to the  

2000 unemployment statistics for blind people and people who severely 

disabled.

So what are the leaders of the blind, for the blind, of the disabled, for the 

disabled and government officials doing about this present day Great 

Depression? In my opinion, not enough.  I hear people talk about real jobs, 

real choice, real pay, integrate this, and mainstream that. But what I don’t 

hear is discussions on how we find thousands of jobs for blind people and 

people who are severely disabled.  What we need is a big bite out of that 

70% unemployment rate, not nibbles around the corners. It  all comes down 

to simple cowboy wisdom, “if you are dying of thirst, concentrate on 

getting water first, worry about the three course meal later. 

When President Roosevelt established his many public works programs, 

he was worried about only one thing, how to employ as many people as 

possible until the nation fought its way out of the depression. The CCC 

workers got a $1.00 a day plus free board. But they got much more than 

that. They got solid training, they learned how to live independently; they 

realized that working with your hands was an honorable profession, that 

hard work in any capacity was therapeutic and that if you felt that you were 

making a contribution to society, that self esteem would follow. 

When did it become not politically correct to clean floors, to serve food, to 

plant flowers; to sew, to make brooms, to make clocks. These 

are honorable jobs, we need good blue collar workers.  

I think that in our zeal to encourage blind people and people who are 

severely disabled to reach their potential, that we have forgotten some 

basics, not everyone wants to work in corporate America, not everyone 

wants to work in high technology. Some people want to work with their 

friends, some want to work with people that actually accept them as they 

are and some people just want to work with their hands. 

To quote the current RSA Commissioner, Mr. Fred Schroeder, “a person 

who  believes in him or herself will succeed. Success comes from seeing 

yourself as a truly integrated member of society, someone who benefits 

from society and a person who contributes back to society.” 

Sure money is important, a livable wage is important, benefits are 

important as is reaching your potential and getting promoted. But, without  

a job, it is hard to get excited about “being all that you can be”, as the U.S. 

Army would say. 

If we are going to drive down the unemployment rate for people who are 

blind or severely disabled, then  we must have constructive discussions on 

issues like how do we produce the maximum number of jobs in a short 

period of time.

I once read that the duty of a strong leader is to define reality. Well here is 

dose of reality: if you have a 70% unemployment rate and an 

unemployment line of 23 million people with significant disabilities to 

include blindness, it is real hard to focus on real choice, real jobs, real pay, 

real integration, real competitive employment. 

Why are we slow to react to this present day Great Depression?

One key reason is the lack of cooperation and trust. Most everyone is 

working their own agendas and their own priorities. It is no secret that the 

Federation and the JWOD Program are rarely playing from the same sheet 

of music. You might say that the NFB is jazz, and the JWOD program is 

country and western, both uniquely American music styles, but admit 

tingly they attract a different cliental.  But, different style does not mean 

that we can not on occasion share the same stage.  

Picture in your mind eye, a truck convoy moving slowly across America.  . 

The trucks are full of job opportunities, of self esteem, of training, and of 

rehabilitation. Each truck is being driven by an agency like the NFB, the 

ACB and the NIB. The truck convoy is trying to reach the 23 million people  

who are blind or severely disabled; they are waiting in quiet desperation,  

Once again, why so slow? For starters, the truck convoy has no one leader.  

On occasion a specific truck or groups of trucks will try to assume the 

leadership role, but taking the lead, does not mean that anyone will follow.  

At each threat from the outside, the trucks circle, some together, some 

stand alone. The ones that circle together, often spend more time shooting 

arguing each other, than they do discussing the threat. The stand alone 

trucks do like wise, they spend more time shouting at the circled trucks  

than they do at addressing the external threat. Consequently, those 23 

million people are still waiting for those job opportunities to show up.   

Dr. Kenneth Jernigan once wrote: “ We need agencies for the blind and we 

need agencies of the blind. In  the best American tradition the two forces 

serve as checks and balances. Both have duties, both have rights both 

have responsibilities. The existence of one need not and should not 

constitute a threat to the proper activities of the other. No agency should 

claim to represent the blind or set itself up as spokesman for the blind. No 

organization of the blind nor any individual member should indulge in 

sweeping condemnation of all agencies and all agency activities. When 

each recognizes that the other has necessary and appropriate role, mutual 

jealousy and antagonism should give way to an attitude of mutual respect 

and to a spirit of cooperation.” These are words that we can all live by. 


When  I was asked to speak today, I accepted without reservation. Even 

though some people told me that this convention would eat me for lunch. 

You can appreciate my relief when I was told that I would be speaking after 

lunch.  Why did I accept? Because I am not a consensus leader, in fact, I 

have never learned a thing from someone who always agrees with me. If I 

make a recomme                                                     

