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Coordinator:
Welcome and thank you for standing by. At this time, all participants are in a listen-only mode until the question and answer session at the end of today's conference call. At that time, you may press star one to ask a question over the phone. Today's conference call is being recorded. If you have any objections, you may disconnect at this time. I would now like to turn the call over to (Michelle Reynolds). Thank you. You may begin. 

Michelle Reynolds:
Thank you (Dewana) and good afternoon. Thanks to all for taking the time to join us on this call. Once again, I'm Michelle Reynolds, Deputy Director for the Department of Rehabilitation Legislation and Communications Office. I'll be facilitating this call along with our operator.


For the next hour or so DOR will share information regarding changes to our grant solicitation, evaluation and appeal processes, and receive your comments and suggestions. We will provide an update on the status of our grant solicitation manual since our last grant solicitation manual public forum, which took place on April the 4th, 2018. 

We'll also discuss the anticipated changes arising out of recommendations from you, our stakeholder community, the California State Auditor and our advisory bodies. 


Finally, we will share timelines for developing regulations on our grant process and receiving comments on public hearings over the next several months. As always, we very much welcome your participation and your feedback. As we're providing this information, we will open the line for questions and comments.


And now it is my pleasure to introduce the Director of the Department of Rehabilitation, Joe Xavier. Joe? 

Joe Xavier:
Thank you (Michelle), and good afternoon everyone. Let me start by thanking all of you for making the time to join us today so that we have an opportunity to share with you. I want to thank the team -- the project team that is here in the room -- for the ones that they have been doing and certainly as always, we thank all of you for the partnerships that we have in delivering your services across the state. 


We have a number of people here in the room from executive or managerial program levels. They will be listening carefully to all of your recommendations and suggestions so that we can act on those. As I mentioned – and each time that we do these calls -- this does not provide the ideal format. There are some 40 plus lines that are open as you can imagine, multiple people at the end of those lines. 


But this does provide us with the opportunity for us to engage you from your community. So obviously we know that the ability of travel to single point is not always feasible. And it certainly enables us to share information with you and to provide you with the opportunity to inform and share in our decision making and developing the guidance that we’re looking at here. 


These calls are also part of our continued commitment to transparency. The opportunity to -- as I just described -- to engage with you. I want to add a little bit of context and frame to today's call before I turn it over to the folks to provide additional information. So obviously we all know that collectively we do a lot of work to ensure that people with disabilities obtain employment, that they can pursue their independence so that they can enjoy a quality in their community and society. 


There are a number of ways that we use to identify gaps and needs in the community, including engagement with our boards and committees, including the engagement with each of you. As those needs are identified -- as those gaps are identified in services -- they're reflected in the program plans such as the state plan for independent living. And then of course we use grants as one vehicle to try to meet to work those needs. 


One of the things that's important to keep in mind is that grant is not a procurement process of a product with a known specification. And I think it's important that we distinguish that from other procurement methodologies. Grants are intended to provide flexibility and the unique opportunity to design programs that both serve the interests and meet the unique needs of our communities. 

They also afford all of the interested organizations that participate to be creative and to be innovative and the program design to meet those unique needs.


As such, having subject matter expertise, evaluating those proposals is crucial. What’s the impact of the grants, right? So when we talk about having these grants, how does that really impact the community? Well, one of the things that it does is ensures that systems are inclusive of all people with disabilities. 

Another thing that they do is to ensure that individuals with disabilities are able to engage with everyday life such as transportation, shopping, going to medical appointments, etcetera. So today this is part of our continuous improvement. And one of our core values is that we look for ways to continue to strengthen the work that we do. And this certainly fits that bill quite nicely.


As we continue to look at how we can improve the grant process, we are asking each of you -- and our staff and any community with an interest in what we do -- to contribute to the guidance that we're talking about here. So one of the things that is also obvious to all of you is that we've had an audit and that we have grant or audit recommendations that are also part of the improvement process at hand. 

You -- by now -- would have seen the audit report. We shared it with all of our community when it was released. And later in the presentation you will be provided with where you can secure that report. If you do not have it, obviously you can always reach out to your program liaison as well if you want to secure a copy of that. 


One thing that I would point to -- as we have this conversation -- is that the recommendations are the end result of the audit report and that we have concurred with all of the recommendations and that's the basis of our movement forward and acting on improving our processes. The other thing -- that I would ask all of us to keep in mind -- is that when we talk about either the regulations or the manual, that it applies to all of our grants. 

That would include whether it's an independent living that would include if it's an older individuals who are blind and that would also include grants that may come out under the vocational rehabilitation.


So as an example of what that might look like, think about the self-advocacy grants that came out last year or the year before. I can't recall the exact timeline on that. So I'm going to stop my comments here. I'm going to turn this over to (Carrie England) who is our Chief of Independent Living Services section. So (Carrie), take over.

(Carrie England):  The Independent Living, Assistive Technology Section and Older Individuals who are Blind Section in the DOR manage grants which are subject to the Request for Application process, which we will refer to as the RFA process throughout this call.

These grants currently include systems change, assisted technology use, traumatic brain injury and IL services for older individuals who are blind. For those of you who might be unfamiliar with these grants, I’ll review their purpose now. The system change network grant provides a hub for the independent living centers to coordinate their advocacy efforts. The systems change network hub provides guidance, education, and coordination to the state’s independent living network on issues that impact the lives of Californians with disabilities. 


The Youth Grant assists youth with disabilities, ages 14 to 24, to make transitions to post-secondary life. The AT grant supports efforts to educate, demonstrate, and matches technology to individuals with disabilities of all ages. 


The California AT program makes this technology, devices and services available to individuals with disabilities and their families. The Traumatic Brain Injury Grant provides direct services to individuals with traumatic brain injuries as well as education, information and referrals on TBI to community at large. 


The Older Individuals who are Blind Grant provides a variety of services to blind and visually impaired persons 55 and older. These services assist consumers in remaining independent in the community of their choice. Historically, the department has taught community input and participation. That input and participation is highly valued and we're confident that the grant solicitation manual -- also known as the GSM --will help create more consistent and meaningful engagement with potential grant partners. 

Now, historically, panel members have been chosen from within the DOR -- and from the community -- based on their knowledge and experience with the subject of the RFA and taking into consideration the potential for bias or conflict of interest.


In past RFAs, potential evaluators have been identified by program staff and then invited to be evaluators. Upon invitation, the potential evaluators submitted a resume or bio which indicated their qualifications for the evaluation of the grant application. We are committed to fairness and transparency. So moving forward -- in addition to the practices that we applied in the past -- we are enhancing and improving our existing practices by making changes to the manual which you will hear about shortly. 


As we continue improving our processes, we will continue to engage the community in the RFA process. I'd now like to turn it over to Tina Watson, DOR's Financial Management Branch Chief, who will provide some background information on the status of the grant solicitation manual.

Tina Watson:
Thank you, (Carrie). As many as you on the call may recall, the department had held a public forum on April 4, 2018. At that forum, we solicited feedback and also had shared our revised draft grant solicitation manual that was dated March 2018. At that call, we also spoke to all of you about the work group that was established to work on revising the grant solicitation manual. 

And at the purpose and intent of the grant solicitation manual is to provide a fair and transparent process for all, by providing structure, consistency and guidance to department staff during the grant solicitation process and to also ensure the solicitation process identifies the service delivery as Joe had mentioned early earlier that is most responsive to the needs of the public grant recipients and those who receive services funded under the grant. 


Now through that April forum call, the subsequent Survey Monkey -- which was launched last spring – and through other direct feedback mechanisms such as advisory board, advisory bodies, stakeholders, and feedback received through email and other mechanisms, we took that feedback for consideration in clarifying, adding or revising our grant solicitation manual. 


Old feedback has been considered in the draft grant solicitation manual that we're requesting feedback from all of you on today through the end of this month. 


And as Joe mentioned earlier, on July 12th, the California State Auditor released its report on interview of the department's grant solicitation process. That report was shared with all our stakeholders via email. For those who may not have had a chance to review that report, you may find it on our website. 

So if you go to the DOR homepage, you go to the right side and click on -- and you go down toward the bottom on the right side -- and click on the bullet called grant/ -- sorry, contract/grant solicitations. And then scroll down. Once you get to that page, scroll down and you'll see a heading called public forum. And it's under there, along with the interim grant solicitation manual, you'll see the audit there and the survey.


We would like to acknowledge during the April call we had anticipated releasing our revised grant solicitation manual after June, 2018. Due to the regulatory process and the audit, it was postponed. The newly revised grant solicitation manual -- and the one that's out there for a current feedback -- is being referred to as an interim grant solicitation manual. 


And that is because the grant solicitation manual cannot be fully finalized until the regulatory process has concluded and the audit recommended that the department established regulations first and then ensure those regulations are reflected in the grant solicitation manual. (Andy Mudryk), Chief Council, will discuss more about the regulations later on this call. However, what we can do -- and what we're going to do -- is post the final interim grant solicitation manual after this round of stakeholder feedback so that we can provide guidance to department staff while the regulations are moving through the process. 


We expect to post the interim GSM by October, 2018. Now I'll turn it over to (Jay Harris), Older Individuals who are Blind Program Manager who will provide an overview of the changes reflected in the draft interim grant solicitation manual. 

Jay Harris:
Thank you so much Tina. I just want to take a moment and thank everyone in the community from the department. Thanks everyone for taking your time to participate in this process. It's Friday afternoon and I know there's lots of other things that many of us would like to be doing potentially. So I really appreciate everybody for taking the time to join us here today. 


I'm going to be covering a summary -- and this will be a brief summary -- of some of the changes to the areas in the grant solicitation manual that we had posted previously and I'll be just trying to summarize some of those changes in the key areas of solicitation, evaluation and award processes. And so let me go ahead and get started here. In the solicitation and awards section, we made several modifications that included drafting of the RFA, the stakeholder input, and the award process.


To ensure that the RFA process is clear, is fair, transparent and free from bias, we are strengthening and memorializing the existing requirements for training, confidentiality, conflict of interest, and bias -- or even perception of bias -- for all people involved in the RFA process.


Updates to the existing scoring language were made to reflect quality of response rather than judgment of qualifications, specifically moving from the prior language, where we referred to responses as unqualified, qualified or well-qualified, we have replaced that with poor, good or excellent. 


We clarified existing record retention information to ensure clarity and uniformity in storage of RFA-related documents that are available for public viewing. We removed language that was unclear regarding whether grant application elements were material -- or immaterial -- based on some of the comments we received and made updates to clarify the submission deadline application requirement. 


The result is that there's more consistency for the grant submission application requirements, but less flexibility for applicants. So omission of required application documents may result in an application being disqualified prior to the scoring process. And that’s a key change, so I want folks to take notice of that one. 


Okay, so I'm moving on to the evaluation process section. The evaluation process includes selection of evaluators, screening of evaluators, training on conflict of interest, confidentiality and bias and perception of bias as well as training evaluators to ensure that they understand the same list of things that I just talked about, conflict of interest, bias, perception of bias and conflict of interest.


To ensure subject matter expertise -- and community participation on our evaluation panels -- we updated the evaluation panel process to reflect that RFAs will include language to solicit or invite potential evaluators, which will be posted on our public web site.

We strengthened the evaluation process, the evaluation panel selection process, to ensure that the evaluators are screened for conflicts of interest, bias -- and appearance of bias -- to ensure a fair and unbiased outcome that the community will have confidence in, so  that the community will feel confident about the outcome. To ensure that applications are accurately scored using the established benchmarks, we removed language that previously supported scoring applications by comparing to other submitted applications. 


We received a variety of comments from stakeholders about the recommended number of evaluation panel members. And given the difficulty in finding evaluators with specialized expertise that are available -- considering the sometimes-considerable time commitment -- we have kept the minimum number of evaluators at two, recognizing that the preference is still three evaluation panel members when possible.


It’s important to note that evaluation panel members are not voting. So some of the comments regarding breaking ties should be addressed by language we added about ensuring a tie breaker process will be included in all future RFAs. 


To ensure that evaluation and scoring processes have been followed appropriately, we added an independent review process after scoring and prior to the notification of intent to award. We also added language, memorializing the process of canceling or rescoring an RFA if we should need to cancel an RFA. 


Okay. Moving onto the appeal process. The appeal process includes things that occur after notification of intent to award and includes submission of an appeal, appointment of a grant review committee and possible outcome. We have updated language notifying appeal parties about the qualifications of grant review committee members – I’m sorry, I lost my place there. We have updated language, notifying all impacted parties about the GRC qualifications, the grant review committee, and clarified the scope of appeal. 


We added language to the notification requirements for all impacted applicants. For those of you who haven’t been involved in this process -- or impacted – I think it might be important to mention impacted applicants in this process can be anybody who would be impacted by the change, that could be made through an appeal process. Since we didn't address that anywhere else during this call. 


So this summarizes the changes that we made, the key areas of the manual based on all of our feedback from stakeholders, the auditors and our advisory committee members. We also made some general edits such as formatting, format changes, to eliminate inconsistencies. We added some page numbers and so on. And I just want to recognize that much of the work we did -- while we were updating and looking at this language -- is looking at what our existing processes were and making sure to memorialize and get into print what many of our practices have been for many years. Thank you so much and I'm going to turn it back over to Tina to talk a little bit more here today. 

Tina Watson:
Thank you, Jay. Now Joe mentioned earlier and Jay, the goal of our public call today is to maintain transparency of our internal processes, obtain feedback from you before the grant solicitation manual is finalized and I hope to learn from your perspective if the draft interim grant solicitation manual is clear and addresses relevant topics.


As I mentioned previously, you can view the draft interim GSM, grant solicitation manual on the department's website. Then we visit the DOR homepage and on the right side of the page, find and click on the DOR contract/grant solicitation bullet, which is the last item under the publications pending. Now feedback on the draft interim grant solicitation manual can be submitted by you all in a variety of ways. One way is through a Survey Monkey, what is accessible and posted on the DOR web site that I referred to earlier.


The survey was also linked and the notice of this public forum reminder which was sent on August 8th. You can also provide feedback by email to the DOR program manager, so feel free to reach out. You can also provide the feedback through advisory bodies and other stakeholder feedback mechanisms. And lastly, you can also provide feedback through a mailbox. And that mailbox is grants@dor.ca.gov, grants@DOR.ca.gov.  


Through the Survey Monkey -- and the feedback that's been provided through other communication mechanisms – we are soliciting comment on a key area that Jay talked about earlier with the solicitation and award, the evaluation process and the appeal process. There will also be an “other” section of the survey for additional input.

We encourage you to submit your feedback on a draft interim DSM, the other survey monkey or one of the other communication methods, and we would appreciate receiving your feedback if possible by August 31st so that we can ensure your feedback is considered in the final version of the interim grant solicitation manual, which we expect to publish by October, 2018. 


We will carefully consider all your comments and responses received through all those various communication methods prior to finalizing the grant solicitation manual. We appreciate your review, welcome your thoughts to ensure a fair and transparent grant solicitation process. 


Now I will turn it over to (Andy Mudryk), our Chief Counsel, to discuss the status of the regulations. 

(Andy Mudryk):
Thank you Tina. So as Tina mentioned, we will be going through a formal process to develop regulations and you all will have an opportunity to provide input during that process. Regulations are meant to provide overarching standards and expectations for the grant process. While the manual that we've been discussing contains more specifics about how the department meets the standards and expectations enunciated in the regulations. 

While we're developing the regulations, we want to ensure, the following principles are being met. So kind of the goals of the regulations are that the to ensure that the grant solicitation processes consistent, fair and unbiased, that the scoring process is documented and disclose the applicants in the requests for applications, that the process for evaluating grant appeals is clear and consistent and that the grant solicitation process is transparent to the public and that grant applicants are properly notified of various requirements throughout the process. 


Specifics of what the regulations will cover include development of requests for applications, reviewing and scoring applications, award appeals and reviewing appeals through a grant review committee. The regulations will also contain new provisions, including requirements for what must be included in the request for application, including scoring criteria. 

Notice requirements to applicants throughout the grant solicitation process, assurance that evaluators will not have disqualifying conflict of interest, bias -- or the appearance of bias -- clarity as to when DOR may convene a new evaluation panel to rescore application and the regulations will provide a more thorough explanation of the grant appeals process. 


As we've said throughout the call, we've welcomed stakeholder input and the development of regulations is a formal process that happens through the California Office of Administrative Law and Stakeholders and members of the public will be able to read the draft proposed regulations after the department submits that language to the office of administrative law, which we anticipate doing by December. 


Once we submit that proposed language, the official rule making process begins and there will be a formal 45-day public comment period. Public comments may take various forms such as a public hearing -- which we anticipate holding -- and we encourage all of you to participate in the public hearing process.


As required as part of the final rule making package -- through the office of administrative law -- we will provide a summary and a response to any comments that the office of administrative law has received, which our summary and response will be distributed by the office of administrative law. Because this is a formal process that it is somewhat of a lengthy process, under this timeline, we anticipate that the regulations will become effective in spring or summer of 2019. 


The regulations become effective once the office of administrative law has approved them. And again, it is a lengthy process because obviously it takes time to obtain all necessary approvals to allow for the office of administrative laws, processes, including public comment, allowing us to make any necessary changes that the office of administrative law recommends or requires us to make. And then ultimately, the office of administrative law approval. I will now turn it back over to (Michelle). 

Michelle Reynolds:
Yes, that's right. And at this point on the call, we're going to turn it over to you, listeners, for your questions and comments. Dewana, if you could give people instructions on how to enter the Q&A queue.

Coordinator:
Thank you. We will now begin the question and answer session. If you would like to ask a question over the phone, please press star one, unmute your phone and record your name clearly when prompted. Your name is required to introduce your question. If you need to withdraw your question, press star two. Again, to ask a question over the phone, please press star one and we'll take a few moments for questions to come through, so please stand by. 


Our first question over the phone comes from (Thomas Gregory) from center for independent living. Your line is open.  

(Thomas Gregory):
Hi, yes this is (Thomas) from the CIL in Berkeley and I think it's important to note that the auditor's report finding the DOR did not adequately insure consistent, complete, and fair grant processes and that numerous shortcomings and inconsistency at times resulted in perceived, bias while a detailed and rigorous report was not truly comprehensive, nor did it purport to be comprehensive. The report only analyzed four grants issued during a four-year time period.


Among the funding opportunities that the auditor's report did not investigate was RFA 18-1801, which the CIL applied for and subsequently appealed in the spring of 2018. 

During that application and appeal process, we experienced many or most of the exact same deficiencies identified in the auditor's report, including -- and I'm using the report’s language here – the scoring process absorbed – sorry, the scoring process described in the RFA did not align with the actual process that evaluators followed when scoring grant applications, review committees did not always conduct comprehensive reviews to determine whether evaluators supported their scores with evidence from relevant applications, scoring materials provided to evaluators did not align with the criteria in the RFA, DOR failed to demonstrate that it provided adequate training to its evaluators to ensure that they understood the evaluation process, including how to score grant applications, which contributed to scoring inconsistencies,

DOR failed to appropriately respond to public records request, DOR failed to ensure evaluators were free from bias, DOR selected an evaluator with previous ties to one of the applicants, there was an inappropriate acceptance of information from some grant applicants, and DOR’s grant review committee did not always conduct comprehensive reviews to determine whether evaluators supported their scores. I have more examples, but I'll stop there. 


I bring this up for two reasons. First, I want to highlight the breadth of the problem. The four grants that the auditor's office did analyze a represent well over $22 million in federal funding flowing into California whose distribution was grossly mismanaged by the DOR. If we add RFA 18-1801 to the mix, then we exceed $26 million worth of funding. Who knows what the actual total of mismanaged fund is?

Second, I wanted to highlight the depth of the problem. The application and appeals processes for RFA 18-1801 were happening while the state auditor's office was in the latter stretch of its approximately 10 month long investigation of the DOR’s highly problematic processes and practices. And surely the DOR was aware of this time of some, or many of the issues that the state auditor was uncovering. For DOR to engage in poor practices while it was being simultaneously investigated for those very same poor practices, is quite concerning. If the DOR is willing to behave poorly while it's being actively investigated, who knows what it’s willing to do when it's not under scrutiny?

In sum, it’s great that the DOR is currently shoring up and formalizing its rules around these process, but it's equally important that the DOR scrupulously abide by the standards that it sets for itself. And for anyone else on the call who has not yet had a chance to read the state auditor's report, I encourage you to do so. It is eye-opening and I dare say scathing. Thank you for the opportunity to comment. 

Michelle Reynolds:
Thank you so much (Thomas) for your comments. We really appreciate your feedback. 

Coordinator:
Our next question or comment over the phone comes from (Joseph Burton) from Hearts for Sight Foundation. Your line is open. 

(Joseph Burton):
Oh, yes, I want to thank you all for presenting such information to all of us. I just have a question in regards to being able to access this forum -- or this discussion -- at a later time. Will this be posted on DOR’s web site or anywhere else where we can, you know, use this information for a later time?

(Michelle):
Hi Joseph. We are going to be posting the transcript of this call within 10 days in the grant solicitation area of our web site, also in the public forums area of our web site. 

(Joseph Burton):
Fantastic. Thank you. 

Coordinator:
(Rudy Contares) from SCRS, your line is open.  

(Rudy Contares):
Thank you. So one of the areas within the revised manual -- that I think needs to be addressed and corrected – is while it was presented, that the criteria for selecting the panel would be through a formal invitation on the web site where you solicit. The manual itself doesn't say that. It just says program staff must develop the invitation for evaluators and that's on a draft page 18, criteria B. So I think to clarify it -- also including the web site to be included as to where the evaluator postings will show up -- that's one area that that's really important. Because while I hear you saying that you're going to do it, if it's not in that manual, you obviously don't have to abide by it.


One of the other areas is on page 25 of the draft manual of what action the grant review committee take can. When the committee -- the grant reviewers are made up -- are they going to be made up of subject matter experts to be capable of actually rescoring an RFA because I do understand that from one of the RFAs that was audited, the review committee's scored it without having any policy in place that allow them to do that, nor did it have any subject matter experts on that panel. 


I think there has to be some form of criteria that can specify the panel members are selected by the Department of Rehabilitation. I do understand it falls under the discretion of the Chief Deputy, but that may not be in the best interest of that individual because then there's no measurement of what panel member they need to select for their committees. Thank you. 

Tina Watson:
Thank you, (Rudy), this is Tina. Thanks for bringing that to our attention on page 18 about the invitation. We'll take a look at that because what you said really wasn't our intent and maybe didn't come across the way we wanted to in the grant procedural manual. We’ll take another look at our wording there. So I appreciate you pointing that out for us. 


I'm going to turn over to (Anisha), who is going to speak in regards to your comments on the appeal process. 

(Anisha Asher):
Hi (Rudy), this is (Anisha) from the legal section here at DOR. I was on the drafting committee for the grant solicitation manual that we posted. So I want to acknowledge your question about the grant review committee and whether our subject matter experts who will be serving on it. It would really depend on the topic of the appeal, whether it's more process oriented or it is truly more subject matter oriented. 

And you know, as you pointed out, the chief deputy director has the discretion to appoint someone as year he would best be fit. and I also want to point out that if the grant review committee feels that they are not subject matter experts, but they, would want subject matter experts to be able to (unknown), they would have the authority and the option to recommend that a new panel of subject matter experts be convened to (unknown) these grant application? Thank you. 

Coordinator:
Our next question comes from (Norma Jean), from Independent Living Center of Southern California. Your line is open. 

(Norma Jean)
Yes. I know that it's hard to find people to do evaluations, I've done evaluations in the past and at the federal level. But I think that that if you have people that are going to be there just to check for the scoring -- and scoring is very specific -- you're going to have panel members that don't have to have the exact where with or the philosophy of the center. 

But if you break it down to where you're going to end up with, then pick the top three out of that group that are going by the standard, then you could always have a second panel in which you would then evaluate those three that would offer it more recognition as to the philosophy of the people that are involved. 


So I think that, that you might be able to do that and then you can always find people that can evaluate that  can come in from a different categories or people that  are not on those same connection to those same agencies. So there's always ways to do a variety of ways depending then since we're all in competition most of the time. Then I think that there's always ways that you can break it down to a different category. So I'm just – that’s just a suggestion. And thank you. 

Michelle:
Thank you (Norma Jean) for the suggestions.

Coordinator:
There are no questions queuing at this time. But again, as a reminder, if you would like to ask a question over the phone, please press star one. Our next question comes from (Keith Anodias) from Blind Support Services. Your line is open. 

(Keith Anodias):
Thank you much and good afternoon everybody. I tuned in about 20 minutes after the conference started, so I apologize for that. A couple of comments and then a question. My first comment and I'm going to make a comment regarding those of us who compete for the limited funds that are available for us to fulfill our mission, our organization's reason for being. 

And I learned a long time ago that from a grant writing standpoint, write your proposal, answered the questions, do what is required so that regardless of who the reader is -- whether knowledgeable about the subject matter or not, you write it assuming that the reviewer has no knowledge of what you're offering, the purpose of the funding, expectations, objectives, goals, etcetera. Doing this for the past 20 years, I concluded that those reviewing the various proposals -- for whatever funding stream -- should be knowledgeable of the subject matter.


In looking forward because I know, I mean, I do have comments of recent history, but I'll hold those comments today. As we move forward, you know, I applaud the department for its efforts in obtaining comments from all concerned and moving forward and enhancing, tweaking, revising, whatever you want to call it, the manual. I mean everything needs to be tweaked now and then as times change and as things evolve. 

But I'm especially interested in what was said at the latter part of the conference call before you opened it up for comment and that is in regards to regulations and I think that's key. and I do have faith and I believe that the efforts that are being made to first enhance the overall RFA process that's going to come about it because there was a lot of smart people involved -- smarter than I -- that are involved in putting this thing together for the future. But I'm interested in the regulations and how that's going to look.

And it's interesting, I do have some thoughts and I will continue to work on those. But my question is when -- I believe I heard that the department would accept suggestions about regulations -- how they will look in the future. Can we submit those before the drop is put together? That's my question. 

Jay Harris:
Hey (Keith), thank you so much, this is Jay. And I just want to thank you for joining. Just a reminder to folks, because (Keith), I know you mentioned you joined late. I'll probably push out a notice – as I’m guessing Carrie will – about the transcript when it's posted. And that'll be available on DOR’s web site. So you'll be able to, you know, catch up. But thank you again for the comments. And I'm going to turn it over to (Andy) to talk more about regulation. 

(Andy):
Thanks for your input, (Keith). So in terms of the regulations under that statute is a formal process to develop that we have to follow and so we're not going to be able to issue language for the formal process, but the process does allow for a rigorous public input period. And so after we submit language to the Office of administrative law, the draft language will be published. 


Folks will have an opportunity to provide feedback on the draft language, both in writing and through a public hearing that we will hopefully hold. And at that point, we do want to have a meaningful, public input process and hear from you. 

I think from, from a big picture perspective, again, the regulations are overarching requirements and principles and the manual contains more detailed to the actual requirements. And so again, the overarching principles are that the process be consistent, fair and unbiased, the scoring processes documented and disclose to applicants in the requests for applications, the process of evaluating appeals is clear and consistent and the overall solicitation process is transparent to the public, including appropriate noted throughout the entire process. 

Joe Xavier:
Hey (Keith), this is Joe. One thing that I would say to you -- and I and everybody else who's on the call as well – this is the opportunity as you just heard what both Jay and (Andy) described -- that you heard (Andy) describe -- what will generally be contained -- at least as the subject of the regulations, whether it's today or we’ll provide you with the opportunity to send in comments beyond today's call or -- and I'll remind you again at the end of the call through our boards and committees – if the opportunity -- if you think that there is something that should be in the regulations that you know, (Andy) didn't highlight as a -- for lack of a better term -- of subject matter, make that known to us. 

And hopefully you'll include with that why you think that particular topic needs to be included so it will help us to be able to sort through that. So thank you for that. Keep that in mind and same for everybody else. 

Coordinator:
Our next comment or question comes from (Danielle Anderson) from the Independent Living Resource Center. Your line is open. 

(Danielle Anderson):
Hi everyone. It's (Dani). I just wanted to take a moment to thank the department for their response on this. It hasn't been very long since it was released and you’ve done a lot of work since then. I have my deputy director, (John Griffin), as well as my program manager, (Brian Hollander) on the phone as well, and we all just want to express support for DOR and appreciation for always acting in the best interest of their grantees and partners as well. So thank you. And you'll always have our support. 

Michelle:
Thank you (Dani). 

Coordinator:
(Paula Martinson) from Dayle McIntosh Center. Your line is open, 

(Paula Martinson):
You know, it sounds like (Dani) and I were on the same page. I just want to acknowledge or to say that we are aware that soliciting and issuing and monitoring grants is not the main business of the department of rehabilitation and that in fact only a few departments actually do that function. And so it's, it's difficult sometimes to get things perfectly right. 

God knows we've all gone through evaluations and had our feet held to the fire and it's not pleasant. And overall, I appreciate your collaborative approach to dealing with stakeholders and community partners and I just want to say that I filled, it's a majority of us want to work with you to improve the process and appreciate your openness and having this teleconference and sharing with us what you're doing and is in regard to the audit report. So thanks for that. 

Michelle:
Thank you (Paula).

Coordinator:
(Rudy Contreras) from CSRC, your line is open. 

(Rudy Contreras):
Hello this is Rudy . Well, I understand this call. It's an effort to move forward, but I still wonder maybe Joe can answer this. What plans does the DOR have to make what has happened, right? If I wouldn't have triggered this initial audit, the initial appeal process, if I wouldn't have testified before, the joint legislative audit committee to trigger this, would the DOR ever looked into getting out of utilizing a draft manual that they never had to even consider because it was a draft. 

And if there's something that's like this something great. And while I do understand, hear the comments of the majority on the call want to improve this process and their partners and all of that, where was this same majority when we needed to question these processes? 


And that same majority -- why wasn't it ever questioned? I think that in itself is a question. But I want everything to move forward. It wasn't out of personal gain, it wasn't even for my agency. It was to create a transparent process that I felt would be fair for everyone else. 

And I really think that it is now moving in that direction. But after looking at that audit, a lot was done and that was the only because they looked four years back. What would you find that they looked even further? That means from a day you stepped foot Joe, nothing was ever changed. And now that has been brought up to your attention, it has to be changed. Thank you. 

Joe Xavier):
So (Rudy), thank you for your comments. I will answer the one question that you asked, which is what we intend to do. As I said in my opening – I'll say again -- the end result of the audit are the recommendations that are in the report. 

And as mentioned earlier, if you have not read the report, please do so and please take particular note of the recommendations that are the end result of that, we concurred with those recommendations, we are moving forward to enact not only those recommendations but other improvements that we believe will not only strengthen the process, but will ensure that the unique needs of each community -- and the interest in each community and the ability of organizations that are interested in participating -- have the flexibility to be both creative and innovative and meeting those needs. 

Coordinator:
Our next question or comment over the phone comes from Tink Miller from Placer Independent Resource Services. Your line is open. 

Tink Miller:
Thank you. Yes, thank you. I'll just start by saying I also have been a federal grant reviewer for many years for three different federal agencies and they all have their own versions of similar processes. But I think you've done a good job of mirroring the essential elements of each of those practices that I personally have experienced in, in working within them. 

I do have a concern about having a panel with only two people on it. Not just because it's small, but because it's an even number, it just doesn't, I don't know. It doesn't give me a lot of confidence that just two people would be making a decision. And if it's a tie between the two, I know there's a tie breaker process, but I would rather see at least three.


And I would like to make a suggestion in terms of methodology of trying to avoid that situation, which is what others and ACL have been doing. About once a year, they put out a notice through all their channels to solicit applications or letters of interest from people who would be willing to serve as a peer reviewer of grant applications at a future time. 

It's not for a specific release of a particular, a request for proposals. And so you can submit your letter and they a follow up and have you do an application and a resume and they vet those and they put them on a registry of eligible reviewers.


And then when the time comes that the proposal is released, the equivalent of the program managers there at DOR go to that registry list and look at who -- on those panels -- have the appropriate kind of expertise for the subject that's going to be reviewed and they put out a request to see who might be available for the timeframe that they need to meet. And so it kind of helps streamline the process and it also helps identify people well in advance who, who have expertise in would be willing -- if available at the time -- to do a review. 


So I don't know if that needs to be formally included in this guide -- or in regulations -- in order for you to have the authority to do something like that. But I, I would recommend it as a very effective tool to, to consider. Thank you. 

Jay Harris:
Hey Tink, this is Jay and thank you so much for your comments, they are very thoughtful. And we certainly appreciate hearing the perspective from folks out there who've had the experience of participating on evaluation panels. As you know, it's extremely time intensive. 

And I'll give you an example. This past solicitation for the (unintelligible) grant, I 95 application because programs have to comply by county. And the amount of time I believe the evaluation panel spent well over 60 hours in evaluating. That's an incredible time commitment. 


So what we have done is, if you look at the language, we're hopeful and I would love to hear what you think about our new language, if you've had a chance to look at it. we, we have in there that two is allowable, but the preference is always three because we agree, I think with you in that three is preferred and we really want to have the additional folks there because the more folks you have looking at something like this, the better diversity you get on that panel and so on. So, thank you again. I really appreciate your input.

Tink Miller:
You're welcome and I echo what Paula said as well for sure. 

Michelle:
Thank you Tink. 

Coordinator:
(Norma Vescovo) your line is open. 

(Norma Vescovo):  Okay, I'm happy to be back. I'm in agreement with what was just talked about with bringing in the panels. I've been on other panels at the federal level and all you have to put in your resume and they will pick you when there is something is not in your area or that I’m not going against or that something for. And it's so that you're not, and so it's not a conflict. And so I think you would do the same thing and you don't have to have it in your state, and they can mail it to you. 

And I mailed the application and I can do that over the phone and so that you have a different level of evaluation so that it doesn't cost you the time of somebody coming in. And I have to say that with the Department of Rehab, and I know there's problems and I know there's a lot of problems that I've complained about.


And I think that that did not go right and it should not have been what happened, but that is the same time we've all had the same things that we've had good happen with us. And so, and I think the department has been very, very efficient.


And I know that for the years that have been around – I've been around for 50 years and 40 years at the center -- I mean, I think that the Department of Rehab has advanced tremendously and it takes time and everyone really wants to be fair and I know that. So it's that you still have to be careful when you got dollars and you get program (unintelligible) that you have to be careful what you're doing. So I applaud you for doing it. Thank you.

Jay Harris:
Thank you. (Norma). This is Jay. I want to thank you. I really appreciate your input. I know you've definitely participated in these processes for a significant amount of time. And it, you know, it's hard looking back to see, you know, where we've been and we're, constantly trying to improve, memorialize our processes, things that we've done, we're trying to make sure they get recorded in the manual. 

And I'll just remind folks that, you know, (Norma), your comments, Tink and others who have given input, is all part of our process that we'll be reviewing all these comments in the transcripts and considering as we move forward with the development of the manual and the regulation. 

Coordinator:
Our next comment or question comes from (Jennifer Griffin) from the Independent Resource Living Center. Your line is open. 

Jennifer Griffin:
Hi. I just wanted to chime in because there were a couple of things that I just thought I would clarify. And I also -- along with many -- have been a part of either a grant review -- or even the certification ideas -- and I think it should be noted that someone had mentioned like there wasn't adequate training and I don't know if that, if they're looking for like a curriculum or whatnot. But I was -- on all of my different times that I did either a grant or a review certification -- was given ample training, spoken to at length about what my role was at, about why it was there, given scoring sheets and things that I was supposed to review. I was given multiple chances to ask questions for clarification in the grant process. I had audits and stuff. People from the -- I guess it would be -- the audit department would come down and talk with us. 


So, I mean, I understand that maybe it's not like that always or it can't be that 100%. I could say are the times that I was involved, I felt like things were very much above board and we gave it a lot of thoughtful and considerate consideration for every question and every response. 

But, you know, as far as someone made a comment about like, where were we. You know, we've been here through the process. We all, even though it's a draft manual or whatever the issue was with that, we all have access to that. And so, you know, I guess part of me -- while I do appreciate all that department of rehab is done and we're happy to also give feedback and be a part of the process going forward -- you know, we can't win them all. So that's, I guess my two cents. 

Jay Harris:
Hi Jen, this is Jay. Thank you so much for your comments and I appreciate it and I'm glad to hear that your experience in your evaluation panels and I know I had the pleasure of serving on a certification review of a center with you. 

And we certainly have tried, but we also recognize that much of what we're doing in this process as we've tried to relate to folks is we're trying to memorialize what our processes are and to make them fair, consistent so that no matter if you -- or someone else -- that they're going to have the same experience because we recognize that the experiences that may not have been the same for all folks participating in the process. But, thank you for your comment. 

Coordinator:
Our next question or comment comes from Lillibeth Navarro from Communities Active and Living Active and Free. Your line is open. 

Lillibeth Navarro:
Hello. I haven't had a chance to really read the audit. I have an idea of what, of how it all came about and I would like to thank (Rudy) for bringing it up. I think it serves everybody, when we get to reflect on the business that we're all involved in. So I've done a lot of grant writing way before (unintelligible) and I'm familiar with some of the processes of the local grantors here in LA. 

So on the process, I'd like to ask some general questions like where are the consumers in all this. I'm especially concerned about the reviewers, especially since most of the review happens up North. They, you know, any many applicants are from the South, you can know and applicant academically and what you see, but much of the organic character of the applicant organization do you have to know to really know, to really break a tie or something? 


Is there a chance for a site visit? Is there a chance for checking the local community and some of the consumers to see how that organization is? So these things -- because when we were little and we weren't the life yet -- we were just budding, we had, we experienced site visit, people were asking about us and the quality of our work. I don't think it's enough that we have DOR resource specialists. And of course the presumption is we know them because we fund and we're aware of the process. 

So -- and for the most part -- resource specialists are not the reviewers that the break the tie or that would make the final decision on who gets the grant. So that's in process. And then for DOR as the conduit of the funds. I know even for individuals, it behooves us to always do self-evaluation. So I'm wondering if in this particular area you have that, you have a process for evaluating even maybe every two years of the grant process is going. 


And we all look, I mean, I look forward to all of us working together and improving each other's processes. Thank you. 

Carrie:
Hi Lilli, thank you so much for your comments. And you raised a couple of questions I'm going to try to answer for you. You asked about representation of the southern part of the state during the evaluation process. 

And when we are inviting evaluators to be a part of our process, we do strive to attain representation from many different parts of the state, including stakeholders and our advisory bodies. You are correct that our grant administrators -- or as you referred to them resource specialists -- are not part of the evaluation process. And we definitely thank you for your comments and we'll consider them moving forward. 

Joe Xavier:
Yes, Lillibeth, this is Joe. You brought up a really important point that I just wanted to emphasize and that is that two things. One is that this is really about the consumers that we serve and I know everybody on this call absolutely believes that and values that. 

But that also links back to really understanding what the unique needs are or the respective grants as well as that respective communities and that's why we want to work very thoughtfully to ensure that there's a balance in the rigors of the process with the flexibility that an organization had to meet those local needs. So thank you for bringing up the need for that balance and how we look at this. Not only today, but as we move forward. 

Coordinator:
As a reminder, if you would like to ask a question or share a common over the phone. Please press star one. Our next question comes from (Ron). Your line is open. 

(Ron):
Hi this is (Ron). I just want to say thank you to DOR. We are very appreciative of everything that you've done for us. And you know, I'm just glad that you're having this opportunity to hear from us and addressing some of the concerns that are coming up from the audit. I just wanted to make one comment about the reviewers. I think it's very important that we have to have people who are knowledgeable about what's going on within the IL system. 


Just having somebody come in and not knowing what's going on, you know, could backfire on us as well. So I know it's a difficult task to try to pick these people, but I think it's very important that they have some type of background in what we do and how we serve people and you know, our basic philosophy and again, I just want to thank you guys for, for being there and being open to this and hearing our feedback. So thank you. 

Michelle:
Hi (Ron), thank you so much for your comments. We really appreciate it. 

Coordinator:
That concludes the Q and A session. I'm going like to turn the call back over to Michelle Reynolds. 

Michelle Reynolds:
Thank you (Dewana) and thank you everyone for being on the call. In addition to providing feedback on the grant solicitation process via the mechanisms that were described by our team earlier, I would also like to remind folks that you can always post your questions, suggestions, or feedback about department of rehabilitation forum calls to  legislationcommunications@dor.ca.gov. We'll be posting the transcript of this call within 10 days on our web site in the public forum section of the site, and will continue to keep you informed.


Future iterations of the interim grant solicitation manual -- and related information including the auditor's report -- are posted to the grant solicitations page on our web site and will be continued to be posted to the same page. Thanks again for your participation and our director will now close the call. 

Man:
So again, thank you everybody here in the room for the work that you've been doing on this. But I also want to thank all the participants. We've had a number of flights since I started the call. I said 40 lines. We've had as many as 70 lines on the call. 

We had a chance to hear from the independent living community, from the older individuals who are blind community, and there are a number of other partners that are on the call, including members from the SILC, the State Independent Living Council, members from the State Rehabilitation Council, members from the Blind Advisory Committee, and certainly a whole host of other partners. 


So we really appreciate that all of you make time -- as Jay said earlier -- on a late Friday afternoon to participate in this. Continued engagement – a number of you have thanked us for that. That's a core value of ours. It's not just the calls that we've had before, it's not just this call, but as we move forward, please continue to engage, whether it's through your advisory bodies or directly. Please let us know how we can continue to improve this process. 

And then, you know, other calls will come whenever we have the opportunity to come back and engage with the community, we'll do so. 


And I think it's very important that we hear from you and we certainly appreciate that all of you get to hear what each other was thinking. I think that's equally invaluable, so thank you for doing that. Enjoy the rest of your Friday and your weekend and we'll see you down the road. 

Coordinator:
Thank you. That concludes today's conference. Thank you for participating. You may disconnect at this time.

END

