Arkansas State Rehabilitation Council
Quarterly Meeting Minutes
Conference Call/In-Person
December 18th, 2025

Attendees:
State Rehabilitation Council (SRC) Members Present: Frank Hellmer, Chair; Courtney Leach, Co-Chair; Bradley Ledgerwood; Jennifer Carlin.

Arkansas Rehabilitation Services (ARS), Arkansas Workforce Connections (AWC) Staff: Cody Waits, Director, Arkansas Division of Workforce Connections; Joseph Baxter, ARS Commissioner; Nathan Winter; Carl Daughtery; Gretchen Newton; Judy Smith; Amy Lamb; Robert Trevino; Lisa Kelley; Chip McAfee; Jim Moreland.

SRC Friends and Associates: Mollie Hernadez.

[bookmark: _Hlk115091187]Call to Order: Arkansas State Rehabilitation Council (SRC) Co-Chair, Courtney Leach, called the meeting, conducted both in person and by teleconference, to order at 9:30 a.m.  Following rollcall, all current members were determined present.

Review of September 10, 2025 Metting Minutes: At the request of SRC Co-Chair Courtney Leach, Council members reviewed the minutes for the September 10th, 2025, SRC meeting.  A motion signifying the review of the minutes was made, seconded, and then carried.

Comments from SRC Chair: Frank Hellmer: SRC Chair Frank Hellmer began his comments by extending holiday wishes to those in attendance. He next mentioned the September SRC meeting which took place at the DoubleTree Hotel in Hot Springs, Arkansas reporting the experience being fun, memorable, and beneficial for both himself and hopefully for other members of the SRC. He concluded his comments indicating the 2025 Needs Assessment was available for review and the 2025 SRC Annual Report was completed and ready for approval.

Comments from ARS Commissioner: Joseph Baxter: Commissioner Baxter opened his comments by discussing the impact of the federal government shutdown on ARS. He reported that October 1, 2025, marked the beginning of the longest federal shutdown in U.S. history. He explained that October 1st coincides with the date ARS typically receives its next fiscal year grant award; however, the shutdown delayed issuance of that grant.  He explained that the federal funding structure requires a state match of 21.3 percent with 78.7 percent provided as the federal share. He reported that ARS consistently meets the required match during the first year of the period of performance, which allows the agency to carry over remaining funds into the second year. Commissioner Baxter informed the Council of ARS’s response to the shutdown as it related to personnel and client services. He reported that the shutdown ended shortly before Thanksgiving, at which time ARS received the first allotment of the FY26 grant in an amount of approximately $14 million with the agency cautiously resuming normal operations.  Next Commissioner Baxter provides a recap of National Disability Employment Awareness Month (NDEAM) activities in October. He stated that events were held at the State Capitol Rotunda and throughout the state, with proclamations read at several locations. He encouraged Council members to attend future events.  He concluded his remarks with an overview of the fall CSAVR conference, held in San Diego, California stating that attendance was limited due to the shutdown but noted the opportunity to engage with other rehabilitation services staff regarding their operational responses to the shutdown was vital. He also indicated while at CSAVR concerns were expressed regarding potential changes within the U.S. Department of Education, where the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) is currently housed, with potential RSA relocation sites mentioned including to the U.S. Department of Labor or the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 
Corrective Action Plan Update: Deputy Commissioner Nathan Winter began the Corrective Action Plan (CAP) update by providing a summary of the three CAP submissions in October. He provided detailed information regarding the Special Conditions CAP as well as the 2021 and 2023 CAPs.  He reported that feedback has been received from RSA regarding each submission with agency personnel beginning the process of preparing for the January submission. He reported that approximately 75 percent of findings within the 3 CAPs had been completed.  
State Plan 2-Year Update: Lisa Kelley provided the Council with an update related to the 2-year state plan update submission with her identifying five significant changes.  First, the State Rehabilitation Council section is updated to reflect composition, activities and outcomes from Program Year 2024. Second, the section pertaining to the Comprehensive Statewide Needs Assessment is revised to incorporate findings and recommendations from the most recent assessment.  Next, Ms. Kelley reviewed modifications to Goals 1 and 4 with her explaining that the revisions to Goal 4 reflect changes within the structure and focus of the Business Engagement Unit.  She continued by indicating outcomes of goals and strategies for Program Year 2024 are documented, as required within the plan. Performance indicators are also updated within the plan for Program Years 2026 and 2027. Ms. Kelley noted that the projected performance levels may be adjusted pending feedback from RSA. Following discussion, a motion was made to approve the draft State Plan Update as presented with it seconded and then carried.   
SRC Annual Report: Chip McAfee provided the Council with an overview of the 2025 SRC Annual Report indicating this marks his tenth year working on the project.  He related that this year’s version is developed differently than in previous years. He explained that over the past year the Communications Department has transitioned into Shared Services, resulting in increased collaboration with partners located within the Department of Commerce.  He stated that working closely with these partners has allowed his team to observe how other annual reports within Commerce are developed. He explained that this collaboration has introduced new ideas that influenced this year’s report design including fewer pages, increased use of graphics, a glossy cover, and a more reader-friendly format. Following discussion, a motion was made to accept the report after minor changes.   The motion was seconded and carried.
Comments Regarding Section Updates: Commissioner Baxter took the time to explain to the SRC that section updates were all sent to Council members via email for their review.  This was done and will continue to be done in the future when meetings are expected to be longer than usual.  He informed the Council that Carl Daughtery of Field Services and Amy Lamb of Access & Accommodations were the only senior managers providing updates.  SRC members did not have questions or comments regarding updates provided.  

New Business: No new business.
Comments from the Public: Cody Waits, Director of the Arkansas Division of Workforce Connections provided remarks regarding upcoming initiatives that may impact ARS and the broader Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) program over the next six months.  He stated that several areas may receive increased attention, including staffing and hiring, the small business entrepreneurship program, as well as the regional organizational structure.  He explained that these considerations extend beyond ARS and involve the broader Workforce Connections system.  He noted that these efforts are to better align the regional structure across Workforce Connections divisions to improve coordination and public outreach, adding that the agency may explore adjustments to how regions are identified and organized.  He related that staffing structures and existing vacancies may also be part of these broader conversations regarding ARS and Workforce Connections.  Director Waits concluded by indicating that while these discussions are currently taking place internally, he wanted the SRC to be aware of them. 
Announcements: Frank Hellmer, Chair: The next SRC meeting is scheduled for Thursday, March 19th, 2026 at 9:30 AM.

Adjournment: Frank Hellmer, Chair: With no further business to conduct the SRC adjourned at 10:47 AM. 
