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Rhode Island Commission on the Deaf and Hard of 
Hearing 

 
April 8, 2015 

 

MEETING MINUTES  
 

Commissioners Attending: Heather Niedbala, James Simon, Betsy Beach,Todd Murano,  Nico 
Sedivy, Timothy Riker, Julia Gold, Joseph Batiano, and George 
Herchenroether. 

 
Commissioner(s) not Attending: Travis Zellner  
 
Staff Attending:   Steven A. Florio (Executive Director) 
 
Public Attending:  None 
 

Communication Accommodations:  
Interpreters: Carol Fay (MPA-358) and Christine West (MPA-358) 
   
CART service:    Jennifer Milette (Allied Reporters) 

 
Location: Conference Room A at the Department of Administration building, 2nd Floor   
 

 

Chairperson Heather Niedbala called the meeting to order at 6:05pm.    She reported that the quorum was 
satisfied.   She welcomed George Herchenroether on board as this was his first meeting after officially 
appointed by Governor Gina Raimondo.  
 
Review of Meeting Minutes (3/18/2015): 
 

1) Todd Murano made a motion to approve the March 18, 2015 meeting minutes as corrected. Julia 
Gold seconded. The motion was carried, 9-0.    

 

The RI CDHH Commissioner approved the minutes for the 04/08/2015 

meeting on May 20, 2015. 
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Corrections:   Changed from “January 14, 2015” to February 11, 2015” on page 1. 
Changed from, “Kim Mathers” to “Kimberly Marthers” on page 4. 

 

RICDHH Officers’ Reports: 
 
Chairperson: No report 
Vice-Chairperson: Not present 
Secretary:  No report 
Treasurer:  No report  
 
Executive Director’s Report: 
 

1. Governor’s Budget Plan (Article 18):   
 
Article 18 –  
 
As you already know, Governor Gina Raimondo withdrew Article 18 entirely. Here is what 
happened: 
 

- At first, Steve Florio requested for a meeting with the budget office and the meeting was 
set up on April 2nd at 4:30pm to discuss about Article 18, just between the RICDHH and 
the budget office.  

- He requested for a meeting with the Governor’s office.  He tried to schedule a date for a 
meeting with Governor’s Office several times but no date was suitable.  He asked if they 
could join them on April 2nd at 4:30pm so they have everyone in the same room at once.  

- On the Monday morning of March 30th, he learned that both the House Finance and the 
Senate Finance Committee hearings had already been posted since Friday late afternoon 
for March 31st at 2:30pm for Senate and April 2nd for House.  

- Because of that, the governor's office asked to meet with all affected agencies in Article 18 
prior to the Senate Finance Committee hearing on Tuesday. 

- Luckily, he was able to secure a team of interpreters for a meeting requested by the 
Governor’s office.  The following representatives were at the meeting as follows: 

-  
o Heather Niedbala, Travis Zellner, and Steve Florio of RICDHH. 
o One representative from the Governor’s Office.  
o Director of the Office of the Budget and Management 
o Two representatives from the Budget Office (Director and Fiscal Analyst) 
o One representative from the Executive Office of Health and Human 

Services. 
o Two representatives from Governor’s Commission on Disabilities. (Tim 

Flynn, Chair, and Bob Cooper, staff) 
o Director of RI Office of the Mental Health Advocate. 
o Director of RI Office of the Child Advocate 

 
We had a very profound and honest discussion about Article 18 that all of the affected agencies felt 
it would not work.  The list of examples is listed below: 
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1. HIPAA conflicts 
2. Confidential concerns 
3. No significant dollar savings 
4. Conflict of interests 
5. A million dollar renovation is already underway. If merger happened, the renovated 

building will not be used. They would have to spend new thousands of thousands dollars to 
renovate a different building to make more accessible.  

6. Serving or providing support to the Inter-Branches (Judicial, Executive, and Legislative).  If 
merger, it would limit to the Executive branch only.  

7. Each shall remain automony/independent. 
8. Taking away from people with disabilities/deaf and hard of hearing’s voices and powers if 

merger occurred.  
9. Perception problems will be created among the vulnerable groups.  
 
After the meeting, he continued to prepare for the hearing later on the same afternoon at the 
Senate Finance Committee.  An hour later, a representative from Governor’s office who was at 
the meeting called him to inform him that Governor Gina Raimondo decided to withdraw Article 
18. He felt so relieved.  He went on to attend the hearing at the Senate Finance committee 
anyway and confirmed that Article 18 was withdrawn by the Governor. So that was the end of 
Article 18. 

 
2. E-mail Emigration Date – Steve reported that all of our staff members must log off by the 

end of the day on April 24th so the e-mail emigration process may begin. They were not 
allowed to gain access over the weekend.   On the morning of April 27th, they would be 
using new e-mail system known as MS Outlook Email system.   They might expect some 
problems and they need time to get used with all features that MS Outlook offers.  

 
3. Deaf Self-Advocacy Training (DSAT), offered by the certified trainers, Heather Niedbala 

and Pamela Zellner on the weekend of March 27th, was a success.  Steve reported that 
15 participants signed up for this training and he had an opportunity to observe the 
training on the 2nd day and he thought they did a great job!  

 
a. Heather Niedbala added that the training was sponsored by the Perspectives 

Corporation and RI Commission on the Deaf and Hard of Hearing.  One of 15 
participants was deaf-blind so it was nice to have diverse background, experience, 
and age. This training was to empower the participants to exercise their rights by 
making requests for interpreters when they need it.  

b. Steve mentioned that Pam started working on revising training materials that are 
designed for hard of hearing people.  She will work with James Litvack on this 
project.  

 
4. Statewide Convention - Steve attended Rhode Island Speech-Hearing-Language 

Association’s annual convention on March 28th at Crown Plaza in Warwick, RI.  A number of 
professionals came up to him and discussed about their young clients who are deaf and hard 
of hearing.   Some of them are doing well and some are unfortunately not but there is nothing 
they could do about it because the decision belongs to their parents, not them.  Steve 
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encouraged them if they found dilemma about certain issues, please pass on the information 
about RICDHH to these parents. 
 
 

LEGISLATION UPDATES 
 

SB0478 and HB 5695 –  Interpreter Licensure – 5-71 – No hearing date is set. 
 
HB 5611 –  Hearing Aids Mandated Insurance – No hearing date is set. 
 
HB 5696 –  Contact List for 504 and IEP Plans – March 25th Hearing was held.   

Result: Further Study.  
 

HB 5697 –  ASL and English Language Assessment – No hearing date is set. 
 
HB 5685 –   Wireless products added to ATEL program. – No hearing date is set.  
 
HB 5014 and 5015 –  RICDHH and Governor’s Commission on DA proposed these bills 

to be merged and add Deaf and Hard of Hearing. – No progress 
since the hearing was heard on February 4, 2015.  

 
Steve encouraged the commissioners, organizations, friends, neighbors, etc. to write the 
letters of support of any bills if not all.  
 
Both hearings on Article 19 and 20 were held on March 31st at the Senate Finance 
Committee and on April 2nd at the House Finance Committee.  Almost all witnesses who 
testified oppose it. Even some members on the committee made themselves clearly that 
they disliked Article 19.   Steve said we need to wait and see if Article 19 will be removed 
from the budget bill or not.   
 
Movie Access Commission –  
The last meeting was in January 2015 and they did not have any meeting since then.  The 
U.S. Department of Justice has collected inputs from the public through the Notice of 
Proposed Rule-Making  or known as NPRM.   They will release the final rules and 
regulations under the ADA on Movie Theaters, hopefully, sometimes this year.   The vlog  
about this issue will be released shortly. 
 
Senate Bill 404 – Creating “The Ocean State World Language Learning Commission” to 
study the impact of the State’s school funding formula on language learners.  Tim Riker 
learned about this bill at Brown University and he would like for the Commissioners to 
monitor this bill.  He wants to make sure that American Sign Language (ASL) is listed  
among the world languages recognized by Rhode Island and be considered to be part of 
school funding formula on language learners.  

 
Tim Riker made a motion to approve that the RICDHH will support the Senate Bill 404 resolution 
with amendment including ASL and one of the 19 members should be one from the deaf 
community.  Todd Murano seconded.  Carried by 9-0 votes.  
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4th FTE COMMITTEE 
  
Steve reported that since Article 18 was withdrawn, the RICDHH shifted back its attention on this matter.   
No news so far and the RICDHH needed to work with the House Finance Committee about this issue.   
Steve would try to set up a meeting with the Director of Division of Human Resources who was recently 
replaced.  
 
COMMUNITY RESOURCES COMMITTEE – No Report 
 

Steve added that there might be a hearing on HB 5697, language assessment, before the House 
HEW committee on April 15th.  He will keep the commissioners posted and encouraged them to 
prepare the testimony for the hearing.  

 
 
TECH COMMITTEE – No Report 
 
 
GENERAL COMMITTEE PROCESS: 
 
The board of commissioners discussed on how we can best use our meeting time, how we can use it more 
efficiently, what should the committee process look like, and how often should they meet.   This discussion 
included standing committees, ad-hoc committees, policy oversights, etc.  
 
The Board of Commissioners were in agreement through consensus that the Executive Board of 
commissioners (Chair, Vice Chair, Secretary, and Treasurer) and Steve to meet and discuss on the meeting 
efficiency and committee process before next meeting in May 2015.  The use of CART and interpreting 
services need to be considered too. The basic goals are to produce positive outcomes coming from the 
committees and to use energy and time focusing on priorities with their expertise and experiences.  And 
also, re-define the strategic plans better is needed from the Board of Commissioners’ perspectives 
especially there are number of strategic plans, working plan, etc.  
 
GENERAL COMMENT: 
 

1. Tim Riker wanted to say last week he had an excellent panel at Brown University, “Audism 
Unveiled” that was held on April 1st.   He wanted to tell how much he appreciated Heather Niedbala 
and Nico Sedivy as the panelists, Steve for coming, and many of you supporting that event at 
Brown University. 

 
 
Chair Heather Niedbala adjourn the meeting at 8:59pm. 
 
 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
Steven A. Florio 
Acting Secretary  


