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COMMISSION FOR THE BLIND MEETING — SEPTEMBER 2018 
 
Meeting.  The Commission for the Blind met on September 4, 2018, at the Department for the Blind 
(Department) in Des Moines.  The commissioners unanimously reelected Commissioner Sandi Ryan as 
chairperson and elected Janice Eggers, a new Department employee, as secretary.   
 
FY 2020 Budget Request.  After a review of the proposal and discussion, the Commission unanimously 
approved the FY 2020 budget request.  The proposed FY 2020 budget includes a State appropriation of 
$2,247,499, an increase of $79,877 (3.7%) compared to estimated FY 2019.  The FY 2020 proposal 
includes no change in federal or other funding compared to budgeted FY 2019.  The proposed increase in 
State funding would provide salary, benefits, and travel costs to hire and put an additional Independent 
Living teacher in the field. 
 
It was noted that, as of July 31, 2018, the Department had not drawn down all of the federal funds 
available for FFY 2018.  Director Emily Wharton and Chief Financial Officer (CFO) Andrew Pulford 
discussed factors that have slowed the use of federal funds, including uncertainty about the amount of the 
FY 2018 State deappropriation and the impact on the Department’s ability to match federal funding.  
Another factor mentioned was staff vacancies that took longer than anticipated to fill. 
 
Newsline for the Blind.  The Commission discussed the status of funding for the Newsline for the Blind 
subscription.  The last State appropriation for the Newsline subscription was in FY 2017 in the amount of 
$52,000.  In FY 2018, the Commission agreed to use the Gifts and Bequests Fund to continue the 
subscription an additional year, with the caveat that the National Federation of the Blind – Iowa Chapter 
(NFBI) and the Iowa Council of the United Blind (ICUB) would need to find a source of funding for the 
next year.   
 
The Newsline, available through the National Federation of the Blind, makes audio versions of 
newspapers available to subscription members.  Director Wharton explained that the base package 
includes five major newspapers, including the Des Moines Register, at a cost of $28,000 in FY 2018, 
although the cost has likely increased now.  In the past, the Department included four more newspapers 
in the subscription at a cost of $5,000 each.  The readership for the four additional newspapers has been 
low.  A representative of NFBI was available by phone and discussed the ability to collect data on usage. 
 
The Commission voted unanimously to spend no more than $30,000 on the base subscription of five 
newspapers, to request data and research on who has been using the four additional newspapers, and to 
have the Department serve as administrator for the State’s subscription, rather than NFBI, to allow for 
better data collection and research. 
 
Staff Reports.  Director Wharton and other Department administrators reported on recent and planned 
activities and changes in staff. 
 
Outreach.  Commissioner Ryan Brems had requested time on the agenda to discuss community 
outreach.  He relayed his experience as a parent of a child who was blind at birth.  He said he did not 
learn of the Department and its services until his son was 16 years old.  He discussed the importance of 
getting information out to health care providers and schools.  Director Wharton noted the reluctance of 
health care providers to shift from talking to parents about how to improve a child’s vision to how to help 
the child learn to live with blindness.  She noted that a parent who is also a marketing professional wants 
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to help create a targeted marketing campaign.  She also noted that Department staff will be meeting 
bimonthly with staff of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School to promote collaboration and get 
information about the Department into the K-12 schools. 
 
More Information.  The meeting agenda and supporting information is available on the 
Department’s website, along with announcements of future meetings.  The next meeting will be in 
December 2018. 
 
LSA Staff Contact: Robin Madison (515.281.5270) robin.madison@legis.iowa.gov 
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