Center for Living and Working, Inc.

Good Morning, My name is Dawn Clark.  I am the Community Advocacy Coordinator for the Center for Living and Working, Inc. in Worcester, MA.

The enormous hidden challenges for living in the 21st century have been unveiled in the past six months unlike what we have seen in the past.  The warnings went unheeded.  Pay day for the disabled and the poor comes around once again or will we be surprised!

Center for Living and Working, Inc., the Independent Living Center serving people with disabilities in Central Massachusetts, commends the Patrick Administration’s pro-active commitment to the 1999 U.S. Supreme Court’s Olmstead and the initiation of the Community First budget line item in Massachusetts.

In 2010 the opportunity for people with disabilities which include soldiers returning home with PTSD and other injuries will be either great or grave.  Let’s make it a great day for one of the most vulnerable of the State’s populations.

We ask that the Executive branch of government do some pro-active planning by meeting with the Legislative and Judicial branches to address the issues facing the commonwealth in the coming year.  Here is another opportunity to make independent living a reality for all in Massachusetts.

1. The August 8th Boston Globe sounded the warning “A frozen Katrina will be measured in hypothermia cases and malnutrition or unfilled prescriptions if the poor are forced to spend grocery or medicine money on fuel.  Fire marshals worry that families will turn to dangerous makeshift heating alternatives, risking fire or carbon monoxide poisoning.  Both the congressional delegation and the state government’s winter energy task force are alert to the looming threat.  Now they must act to make sure that something as predictable as the change of seasons does not endanger the health and safety of the state’s poor and elderly.  “People with disabilities are a population vulnerable to the cold.  Will the state commit to keeping us warm?”

2. Available, affordable and accessible housing has been at a premium.  The housing foreclosure situation leaves homes empty and open to vandalism while the disabled population moves over for new arrivals in a shelter.  Will the state commit to providing an affordable and accessible place that we can call home and live independently?
3. We cannot get there from here.  The state has made great strides at closing the funding gap in the State’s public transportation system.  However, in an effort to balance the budget at the RTA level again the disabled population is being priced out of accessible transportation.  Transportation is essential to living independently.  Grocery shopping, medical appointments, employment, recreation, family life, all involve transportation.  There are a substantial number of people with disabilities who rely solely on public transportation for getting place to place.

4. Medical and Dental Care: Health Care Reform: Please continue the conversations.  Studies show that various populations are not getting healthier including people with disabilities.  Mandate accessible medical equipment in all medical and dental facilities for quality access.  There are people that continue to be priced of out of health care and now have a financial penalty added to the burden.  Tweak the reform package for all to received health care.  

5. Employment is the basic generator of the State’s economy.  70% of the disability community is unemployed and underemployed.  Policies of Federal and State programs discourage people from working for fear of losing health care benefits.  One immediate solution is to fund MRC so there is no waiting list for employment and other services.  Another solution, provide a living wage and health benefits for Personal Care Attendants.  A steady PCA means a stable and more productive individual benefiting the Commonwealth.

Energy, Housing, Transportation, Medical Care and Employment, is this too much to ask for?  Do a tax assessment on income or service.  We are a Commonwealth.  People with disabilities are a vulnerable population.  Studies also show that the disability community is poorer than their able-bodied peers.  Please make independent living for all the Commonwealth’s residents a priority.

We will be eager to continue to work with the State as these concerns are addressed.

Thank you.
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