Date   February 2, 2009
PFRF42 Rates Comments

ATTN:  Jane Sokol Shulman

MA Commission for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing

150 Mount Vernon Street, Suite 550

Dorchester, MA  02125

Dear Ms. Shulman,

We are writing to you on the behalf of the members of Massachusetts Association of the Deaf regarding the Massachusetts Commission for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing’s Proposed Rate Schedule and Operational Services SmartBid.  In accordance with MSAD’s mission, we are advocating for the rights and needs of Deaf and hard-of-hearing individuals in Massachusetts.  Specifically, we are deeply concerned over two issues.  

First, we strongly urge you to join us in opposing the proposed $275 annual fee that the Operational Services Division (OSD) would impose on interpreters willing to work with state agencies.  We are certain this fee would reduce the number of interpreters willing to work with important state agencies, leading to a negative impact on services to our constituent members.  As it stands now, interpreters are already paying significant fees for certification, ongoing training, health, disability and liability insurance, mileage and more.  They do so while also residing in a state with a very high cost of living.  This proposed added fee would serve as a disincentive to interpreters, discouraging them from accepting work with the Commonwealth.  More likely, they would opt for freelance work that already pays a higher rate.  As a result, OSD would gain revenue at the expense deaf consumers of interpreter services.  MSAD cannot support this change nor stand idle if it happens.  We would need to act in protest and do all we can to prevent this possibility.     

Second, we strongly urge you to consider an increase in the rate of compensation for interpreters providing on-call emergency services.  In recent years, the after-hours emergency services have been inadequate, leaving many deaf people stuck in emergency rooms for hours on end.  As you are aware, the consequences of medical services that are provided without clear communication between medical personnel and the deaf patient can be severe and potentially disastrous.  We know that many deaf patients have left the emergency room with inadequate or no treatment because they could not tolerate waiting for an interpreter while feeling ill, in pain, or in distress.  Again, this is unacceptable.  

As we know, interpreters are in high demand and can easily find work during times and in situations that are convenient to them.   The system needs to provide a significant added incentive to interpreters to attract them to this important area of need that often arises during off-hours and difficult situations.  On behalf of the constituents of MSAD, we recommend that the rate of standby fee increase to $5.00 above the interpreter’s established hourly rate.  This would be a small price to pay to insure that the health and treatment needs of deaf people in emergencies are protected.   

MSAD views MCDHH as an ally in the struggle to assure that deaf people in Massachusetts are provided equal access and services as they participate in and contribute to the life and community of our Commonwealth.  We ask that you stand with us on these issues as we seek what is best for all of us.  We stand ready to work with you in collaboration.  We will continue to monitor this situation and will look to our members to stand strong together and to take further action as necessary to protect our interests.  We appreciate all your efforts on behalf of the Deaf community in Massachusetts and we look forward to your response.

Thank you.   

Justine Barros, MSAD President                                 Michelle Donatello, Vice President

