On behalf of the Association of Tech Act Projects, thank you for convening this hearing to review the status of the Assistive Technology Act of 1998.  It has been almost 10 years since oversight of this important program was addressed by the U. S. House of Representatives and we applaud your interest and concern.

ATAP is an association of Tech Act Project directors that was formed several years ago with two goals in mind: to strengthen our capacity as colleagues to share information and experience, thereby strengthening the infrastructure that is the hallmark of this program; and to promote the continued federal investment in assistive technology for people with disabilities.

The original statute—enacted in 1988—was forward thinking at the time and designed to make sure individuals with disabilities, who had so much to gain by the development of new technologies, were truly able to reap the benefits.  No one knew at that time what effect emerging technology would have on our lives in the year 2002.  We knew, however, that the potential was great.  The actual accomplishments are frankly beyond our wildest dreams.

Our experience as Tech Act Project Directors has taught us that assistive technology has the power to help people live independently, pursue education and enter the world of work.  Our role in the states, designated by our respective governors, is to inform consumers, other citizens, employers, and representatives from both the public and the private sector about ways to enhance accessibility to technology for people with disabilities.  Some of these adaptations are low cost—some expensive.  We advise consumers of technology about the best choices they can make.  We work with lenders to encourage the availability of capital for low-interest loans to purchase technology.  We work with organizations that serve older citizens on low-cost ways for them to remain in their homes. We work with Independent Living Centers to assist individuals with disabilities in accomplishing their goals. We work with schools to advise them how to collectively purchase technology at the lowest possible cost—technology that allows children with special needs to attend their neighborhood schools.  We work with representatives of state and local government on making websites, phone lines, voting booths and other services universally accessible.  In other words, our activities and accomplishments are only limited by resources and imagination.

For example, Missouri’s Kids Assistive Technology (KAT) program provides funding for assistive technology and home modifications for children with disabilities.  In 2000-01, 59 Missouri families received funding and to date in 2001-02 another 60 families received funding for van lifts, home modifications, hearing aids, augmentative communication devices, wheelchairs, etc.  Funding is only available for about half of those who apply. 

It has been suggested that if the services we provide—making sure that people with disabilities have access to technology—were important, the states would willingly replace this modest federal investment.  We respectfully disagree.  We believe it is the appropriate role of the federal government to lead the way---to say to the public, to private sector providers and to state leaders—this assistive technology is important. The federal government makes this a priority and you should as well.   The federal contribution must be matched with state, local and private sector investment to accomplish our goals.  That is an appropriate and important partnership that has been replicated throughout the government. 

In many states we have effectively leveraged state and local dollars, private sector and foundation dollars, to match the federal contribution.  For instance, in Massachusetts, an Assistive Technology advocate helped a 36-year-old mother of two young children coordinate funding for assistive technology and home modifications through community charitable resources and insurance.  The woman, Grace, has ALS and less than three years to live.  Grace desperately wanted to spend her last days with her husband and children instead of being placed into a nursing home.  Today Grace has the daily living assistive technology she needs.  The home modifications are in progress.  Grace will not have to die alone in a nursing home and her children can spend as much time as possible with their mother.  In other states, the ability to leverage funds has increasingly become more difficult due to our nation’s economic downturn and many state’s budget situations.  

As with many other services that the government funds for individuals with disabilities, we believe the benefits of investing in assistive technology far out weigh the costs.   How do you put a price on independence or access?  

Next year the Assistive Technology Act of 1998 is scheduled for reauthorization by the Congress.   We look forward to working with you to develop new ways to support access to technology for people with disabilities.  We urge your continued support for sustaining this important funding to all 50 states and the territories until that reauthorization can be completed. On behalf of the millions of individuals with disabilities who depend on technology to live, learn and work independently, thank you for your interest in and support of this critically important program.

