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February 10, 2005

Mr. John Heyer, Counsel

Committee for Purchase from People


Who Are Blind or Severely Disabled

1421 Jefferson Davis Highway

Jefferson Plaza 2, Suite 10800

Arlington, VA 22202-3259

Ms. Katherine Astrich, Policy Analyst

Office of Management and Budget

Office of Information and RegulatoryAffairs

Eisenhower Executive Office Building

725 – 17th Street, N.W.

Washington, D.C. 20502

Re:  Docket No. 2004-01-01; Governance Standards for Central Nonprofit Agencies and Nonprofit Agencies Participating in the Javits-Wagner-O’Day Program Notice of Proposed Rulemaking and Request for Comments; 69 Fed. Reg. 65395 (November 12, 2004)

Dear Mr. Heyer and Ms. Astrich:


On behalf of Beacon Lighthouse for the Blind, Inc., of Wichita Falls, Texas, and our employees who are blind or blind with additional disabilities, we hereby submit these comments regarding the above-referenced notice of proposed rulemaking.  Please note we also support the more extensive comments, citations, and references submitted by Ms. Jessica C. Abrams, Attorney for the National Association for the Employment of People Who Are Blind.  










We are also aware of many, many additional letters, faxes, and e-mails submitted by concerned supporters of the expressed and unambiguous purpose of the JWOD program “to create jobs and training opportunities for people who are blind or have severe disabilities.”  We share their concerns and are angered by and disappointed about the incredible amount of time, energy, and other resources that so many honest and dedicated JWOD affiliated agency employees, volunteer board members, and other supporters of blind workers have felt necessary to invest in the widespread effort to have the proposed rulemaking withdrawn.  


What, may we ask, happened to the alleged desire and intent of the “powers that be” to lessen the power and control of government over the lives and livelihood of our citizens?  Are different standards being proposed for agencies working hard to improve the lives of our blind citizens?  How can the proposed rulemaking be reconciled with basic fairness, equal treatment under the law, and due process?  Reasonable people see the proposed rulemaking as an ill-advised and extreme over-reaction by The Committee, at best.  









The Committee itself, as we understand the situation, has acknowledged that the alleged incidences of excessive executive compensation, cases of perceived inadequate financial reporting, and supposed absence of guidelines for the selection of not-for-profit agency boards of directors, are confined to a very limited number of agencies.  Can it really be true that The Committee contends the new regulations are necessary because of the allegedly unethical actions of only two (2) of the hundreds of JWOD affiliated agencies?  That is truly ludicrous!  The Committee’s proposals would require a significant amount of time, energy, and other scarce resources.  The burden on agencies to gather required information and prepare the additional paperwork will likely be much greater than that estimated by The Committee.  Agencies are already subject to multiple layers of regulation and oversight, both at the state level and by the IRS, and have operated for many years in an ethical and accountable manner under existing rules.


Our agency may well have provided a more positive response if the proposed rulemaking had been reasonable and closer to the intent of the enabling legislation.  For example, although it would have been redundant, our board would have been willing to annually certify that our operating controls fully satisfy both the State of Texas requirements for an incorporated non-profit company and the IRS requirements.  The IRS Form 990, which is public information readily available to The Committee and its staff, discloses our agency’s finances, including executive compensation.


We hope our East Texas friends will not mind if we quote from their letter to The Committee dated January 28, 2005, in which Brian McCabe and Gordon Bryson said the following:  “…we fail to see the validity or necessity for additional oversight burdens to a system that has worked well for 66 years.  We believe the blind and severely disabled population of our nation, which presently has the highest unemployment and/or underemployment of any group, can better be served if all those involved in this field can focus on expanding job opportunities rather than reporting, auditing, reviewing, and assimilation of information that adds no value to the overall mission.”  Thank you, Brian and Gordon!  We could not have said it better!


The Beacon Lighthouse Board of Directors and our President take our legal and fiduciary responsibilities very seriously.  Our carefully considered Board actions, the accounting and financial accountability we insist upon, and the active day-to-day human connection to our people speaks to our commitment to do all we can to ensure the long term survival of Beacon as a healthy, meaningful place of gainful employment for our blind workers.  We join other volunteer board members, professional staff, and blind worker associates in JWOD agencies across the country in asking The Committee to abandon the agenda driving the November 12, 2004, rulemaking proposal.  

Please consider focusing your efforts on re-connecting with JWOD agencies in carrying out the day-to-day activities so vital to our mission.  As Congress described it in 1998, your mission, and ours, is to “increase the employment opportunities for the blind and other severely handicapped and, whenever possible, to prepare them to engage in normal competitive employment.”  We need your support down here “in the trenches,” where the competition is tough and getting tougher.  Let us find a way to re-connect, to cooperate, to better utilize our scarce resources.  If we focus on our mission with even half the strength and determination of our blind workers, we will succeed.







Sincerely yours,







Bob Harmel, Board Member







Beacon Lighthouse for the Blind







300 7th Street







Wichita Falls, TX 76301

Cc:
U.S. Senator Kay Bailey Hutchison

Room 284, Russell Senate Office Building

Washington, D.C.  20510

U.S. Representative William “Mac” Thornberry

13th Congressional District of Texas

2457 Rayburn House Office Building

Washington, D.C. 20510

