Massachusetts Commission for the Blind
Rehabilitation Council Minutes 
March 4, 2026

The quarterly Meeting of the Massachusetts Commission for the Blind Rehabilitation Council was called to order by Chair Brian Switzer at 1:03 PM. The meeting was held remotely using the Zoom conferencing platform. 

Roll call:
Members in Attendance: 
Brian Switzer Chair
Jerry Berrier
Jennifer Harnish Secretary
Naomi Goldberg
Martha Daigle
Joseph Quintanilla

 MCB:
Commissioner John Oliveira
Priscilla Ngome

Regrets: 
Jennifer Whittemore, Rebecca Davis, Minh Ha

A quorum of 8 out of 11 RC voting and non-voting members was present at the meeting. There were 6 out of the 9 voting members present at that time, so a vote was held to accept the December 2025 RC meeting minutes. The vote to do so was unanimous.

New Member Introduction
The council welcomed Joe Quintanilla, who introduced himself as the Vice President of Development and Major Gifts at National Braille Press. He shared his background as a lifelong MCB client, a competitive beep baseball player, and a member of the Woburn Host Lions Club.

Commissioner’s Update
Commissioner John Oliveira provided several key updates regarding agency funding and federal transitions:
 Funding and Shutdown: Despite the ongoing partial government shutdown, MCB’s Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) services remain fully funded. The agency recently received grant portions for the Older Independent Blind and Supported Employment programs, with a larger block for VR services expected soon.
 RSA Move to Department of Labor: The Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) is transitioning from the Department of Education to the Department of Labor. The Commissioner emphasized the importance of maintaining a presidentially appointed commissioner to protect the specific budget for disability services from being absorbed into general labor funds. Currently, the RSA is led by an acting commissioner.
 Randolph-Sheppard Priority Challenges: There is a significant legal battle regarding a Department of Defense waiver that removes the priority for blind vendors in Army contracts. The Commissioner noted that new solicitations are requiring vendors to fund multi-million-dollar renovations to convert cafeterias into food court models, creating a high barrier for blind vendors and their partners. While this currently impacts one vendor in Massachusetts, beginning when that vendor’s contract is up for bid.

Programs and Services Update
Deputy Commissioner Justine Muir reported on progress on several initiatives:
 Vending Program: Two new consumers have entered the recruitment and training pipeline, one from Greater Boston and one from Western Mass. They are currently working toward ServSafe certification before beginning on-the-job training at coffee shops and cafes.
 Summer Internship Program: Placement activity is peaking for the summer. Placements are being secured in IT (software development), government, public policy, and law. There is also a push for "hands-on" roles in organizations like Cradles to Crayons for those seeking less computer-based work.
 Direct Employers Partnership: A new partnership provides MCB with job leads one day before they are posted publicly. These leads are divided up by region and sent to VR supervisors to match with consumers.
 Visions of Collaboration Conference: This annual event for professionals working with visually impaired youth will be held in May.

Dashboard and WIOA Update
Nathan Skrocki provided a statistical overview of the agency's current caseload:
 Caseload Data: There are currently 3,300 open adult SR cases and 778 adult VR cases. This year, there have been 100 successful VR closures and 47 unsuccessful closures. 
 Closure Reasons: Priscilla noted that "unsuccessful" closures are most frequently due to health reasons rather than a failure of the program.

 WIOA State Plan: Public comment sessions for the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) State Plan are scheduled for March 18th and 23rd. The plan includes specific goals for MCB regarding the expansion of AI tools to help staff and consumers navigate complex policy language.

Career Trends and Challenges
The council discussed the shifting job market:
 AI Impact: Consumers are increasingly pursuing fields that work alongside AI, such as Human Services and specialized computer roles. 
 Manufacturing Safety Concerns: Priscilla highlighted that some employers remain hesitant to hire blind individuals for manual labor or mechanical roles due to unfounded safety concerns, despite evidence that many can perform these roles safely with tools like CCTVs.

New Business
None

Public Comments
None

The meeting was adjourned at 2:16 PM.
Next meeting: Wednesday, June3, 2026, 1:00 - 3:00 PM. 
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