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Good morning, and thank you for inviting me here to this great event. I am humbled to be able to share my thoughts and to learn form the many great leaders who have accomplished so much on behalf of the citizens of this state:  Governor John Baldacci, Representative Arthur Lerman, Larry Glantz, Marcia Cooper, Mary Lou Dyer, Jill Duson, Dennis Fitzgibbons, Zahira Ames-Duvall, Mel Clarrage, and Gayla Dwyer.  Here are so many and you have accomplished so much, but there is still much to be done. As a child I spent a lot of time along your coastal beaches and now as an adult my family and I camp in the beautiful Rangely Lakes Region. You truly have a remarkable jewel of a state that you all can be proud of.  


We have gathered here today to learn to gain knowledge and to grow. To grow, not only as individuals, but as a community. For those of you who do not have a disability,  or this is your first time at an event like this, welcome, you are in good company. You are joining a movement that has a proud and rich tradition. A movement that changed the face of America. A movement that changed the face of the world. We are an army of committed souls whose best days still lie before us. Our desire as a community is to continue to strive and work to achieve our rightful place in the American dream; to be part of a state that includes all, a society that judges all its citizens by the content of their character and not by a characteristic of their being. A culture that fosters the best in its humanity so that everyone may live their lives to the fullest and be the most that they choose to be. 

In the mid 1950’s, then President Eisenhower, recognizing that America was at a cross roads and needed a vision for the future, appointed a commission to study and recommend goals for America. That Commission published a report that said, 

“The paramount goal of the United States…is to a guard the rights of the individual, to ensure his development, and to enlarge his opportunity…Our enduring aim is to build a nation and help build a world in which every human shall be free to develop his capacities to the fullest. We must rededicate our selves to this principle and thereby strengthen its appeal to a world in political, social, economic and technological revolution”. This finding and recommendation seems even more pertinent today as we consider our role as a nation in the world. 

 Since that report, the American people have experienced decades of success in the struggle for social justice for all. There have been many legislative and litigation successes, yet the promise of equal opportunity remains illusive for so many.  As a people we have been part of a great civil rights revolution that continues today.  As a people we have grown from the strife over race, religion, and gender. And we are a better people for it. The disability community has been part of these struggles, improving all aspects of life, and have seen many successes. And  American’s are a better people for it. The passage of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, our countries first attempt to assure equal access and to seriously attempt to solve the unemployment problem facing persons with disabilities. We passed the Fair Housing Act because persons with disabilities choose to live in their community, we passed the Air Carrier Transportation Act, because persons with disabilities have a right to travel,  we passed IDEA because it is in all Americans interest to educate all of its children. We passed the greatest civil rights act on the face of the planet. The Americans with Disabilities Act. We passed the Ticket to Work, Work Incentive Act.


Yet with all this legislation, discrimination persists and the lack of opportunity prevails. People with disabilities remain at home waiting for a chance to achieve economic self worth. 
Even here in Maine, where then candidate Bush in 1999, first announced his “New Freedom Initiative” to support the full and rapid implementation of TTWWIA and support of community based services for persons with disabilities. Yet, we continue to wait.  Let us be clear, the days of waiting are quickly coming to an end.
We are here today because we have a desire to end the days of waiting. As a community, we are here to advance the proposition of equality and opportunity for all. For it benefits all when everyone achieves their own human potential.  Just as the Eisenhower Commission demanded.

 
We must advance the proposition that we are not a special interest.  We represent America’s and Main’s interest.  A special interest is one that wants an exception to the rule to benefit a few, usually a few of privilege and influence. But we are not a few. We represent America’s interest; we represent one in five Americans or 54 million strong and growing.  As everyone here knows, any person or member of their family is only an accident or illness away from becoming a member of this community. We are America’s children. We are its families. We are in it’s future. And it is in all American’s interest that we reduce the high unemployment rate of persons with disabilities. So that everyone’s human potential may be realized.  

That is why the disability agenda is not a special interest agenda or someone else’s agenda.  It is not a Democrat  or Republican, it is not all old or all young.  It is not all male or female. It represents everyone. It is truly an American agenda and it is Maine’s agenda. 


That is why we are here today.  As a community, our obligation is to not simply ask more of others, but to ask more of our selves, to think beyond, and larger then, our selves and to not wait, but to act. We are obligated to become informed, to become a part of the whole, to be willing to lead when there is no leader, to speak when words must be spoken, to stand, to walk, to roll or to crawl when others fear to go forth. The world is ours only if we are willing to seize it, and not to let it be seized from us. The paradigm is changing, we want to decide our own lives and our own destiny. Our agenda is an agenda that embodies what is great about America. America has the capacity to rise to the challenges it sets its sights upon, and the vision to achieve them, and then say that that is not good enough, we can do better. 

That is where we are today. When it comes to work and employment, America can ill afford to waste the talents, energy, time or spirit of any of its people. Any person -including any person with a  disabilitiy  - or anyone else in this room - may hold the secrets to the vision of the Eisenhower Commission. One of you or someone you know, may possess the skills to seek a new medicine, new technology, or new innovations or approaches to many of our lingering problems. Many of you may hold the talents or compassion to help our children, and our families improve the social fabric of our communities. One of you may know the secret to world peace.  We can ill afford to waste the soul of any one as we strive for a better world with opportunity for all.


Today you are here to approach one of the many essential aspects of human experience, as Franklin D. Roosevelt put it. “the dignity of work,” We have passed legislation like the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, The ADA and even TWWIA, yet poverty and the lack of economic opportunity persist for persons with disabilities. 
Even here in Maine where you still know your neighbors and community is strong, there is so much to be done. The unemployment rate of persons with disabilities is near the national numbers of 77%, you have an aging population, that still has much to offer, yet sits home idle.  You have a Medicaid Buy In, but it is limited in scope. Persons with disabilities have limited access to transportation to get to where the jobs are,  accessible workforce housing is scarce, Policies around emerging occupations rarely include consideration of persons with disabilities as a work force solution and employers continue to be reluctant to hire.


It is time for a bold new vision. A vision that captures the hearts and minds of everyone, a vision that extracts our creativity, a vision that is ambitious and a vision that realizes success for all. This is a vision that is possible, for we all have heard of lawyers who are blind, or persons who use wheelchairs who are accountants, or the scientist with CP or the innovator with mental illness. But these are few, and the dream is for all. It will take many partners and many strategies.  Being here today you have the chance to set its direction. 

At the federal level, Community development dollars must be directed to include economic opportunities for persons with disabilities; Training dollars and programs for persons with disabilities must focus on careers not just placements, and it is time to take a second look at TWWIA and correct its flaws.  The reimbursement scheme of employment networks is insufficient to produce any meaningful results. Both federal and state governments need to consider meaningful tax credits as incentives to promote employment 

At the state level, state’s must continuously discuss these issues at the highest levels of state government. Your state economic development agency needs to find a place where people with disabilities are considered part of the solution to work force shortages and not merely a problem. It is time to revisit the Medicaid Buy In and expand its availability so that more persons with disabilities may utilize it and to go to work and achieve economic self sufficiency. This includes expanded use of personal care attendants in the work place. 


Employment programs and providers must be more creative to utilize the latest in technology to promote possibilities such as telecommuting or web based solutions or use temporary employment services as a viable option. And end the use of segregated enclaves as an excuse for competitive employment.  

Employers must be educated about the success of hiring persons with disabilities and a willingness to take the chance. And finally, persons with disabilities must be part of the solution, we must recognize that employers are concerned about the bottom line, and that we as a qualified workforce need to be too. That we are there to work. In order for there to be opportunities for the individual, your contribution must create opportunities for the employer. 

This entire conversation of federal and state officials, providers and citizens is not about assuring that people with disabilities have jobs, It is about much more then that, it is about sustaining the economic viability and competitiveness of the state of Maine and the United States of America. It is not about a social program it is about survival. The world is now a competitive environment and we can ill afford to waste the skills and talents of anyone. 

That is our challenge and that is what brought you here today
We need to bring all our collective will and ability together to attack this challenge. This is America’s challenge. To face the challenge, to dream the vision, and to move upon it. To achieve the American dream for all. So, the lingering question is: “how do we get there, how do we create this world, this world of opportunity, of equality, a world that will value every ones potential and promise”. We begin by reflecting on the words of another disability advocate, Fred Fay, who had a disability and was confined to his bed for his entire life. Fred said,

“Each day we choose, we can choose indifference, or we can choose to make a difference.  We can choose to view adversity as opportunity. We all have the freedom to how we view our situation.  In coalition with others who share our vision, we can reach our destination”. 

I urge you to choose, to seek partners that share our vision, seek collaborators who choose the future. Choose to lead, don’t just follow, choose to learn don’t just show up, choose to commit yourself to this struggle. By all means choose to be involved. When we choose to act together, we choose to change and when we choose change we choose a better world for all. We have come a long way from the backwards or forgotten attics. We have come together with others to share a common vision with common values and adopt principles that support the best of everyone. So, the initiatives you outline today will gain a constituency of support, long after we have left this planet. The lives of thousands depend upon you, if you do it well it will be your legacy, a legacy that you can all be proud of. You are here as part of a movement with a rich tradition of action. You can take great pride in what you do. For you are shaping and creating a world that promotes the dignity of mankind and self worth. That  is not the disability agenda.  This is America’s Agenda and it is Maine’s agenda.  I wish you well. Give it your all. You will win! Thank you.
