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I am pleased to have the opportunity to talk to you today about the future of the disability program.  There could not be a better time to discuss the program’s future considering the momentous changes that will be implemented over the next couple of years.  The disability program is about to begin an exciting and challenging period of transition that will address its long-term problems and putting it on the road to meeting the expectations of the American public.

The Social Security Advisory Board has been a strong advocate for change since Congress established it in 1994.  The Board is an independent organization that was created to advise the President, the Congress, and the Commissioner of Social Security.  If you have read the reports that we have issued over the last several years you know that we have been attentive to that responsibility.  Although we have reviewed and made recommendations on a wide range of Social Security issues, much of our focus over the last seven years has been on the disability program.  I’m sure you are well aware of the reasons for all of this attention.  There have been several serious problems that need to be addressed, such as:

· disability decisions that are not uniform or consistent,
· rapidly increasing disability rolls with very few beneficiaries ever returning to work, and 
· backlogs and delays in case processing that require many claimants to wait months and sometimes years for a decision.
We have identified some of the underlying causes of the program’s problems.  Inadequate resources, a lack of an effective quality management system, and policy that does not meet the needs of the adjudicators all contribute to problems.  But the Board also believes that there are more fundamental causes that can be traced to the administrative infrastructure and adjudicative process.
The public learns about these problems because Congress, the press, the GAO, or advocacy groups frequently highlight them.  However, you have firsthand knowledge of these problems, and most importantly, you understand why many of these problems persist.  This firsthand knowledge is one of the reasons why the Board frequently visits offices throughout the country to hear directly from the people who are doing the work of the disability program.  We also try to get the views of many others both within and outside the system.
The information that we obtained from meeting with DDS and SSA frontline employees contributed greatly to the conclusions the Board reached in our 2001 report, Charting the Future of Social Security’s Disability Program: A Need for Fundamental Change.  This report takes a hard look at the problems of the program and makes recommendations for significant change.
I think you will all agree with the goals and objectives of the Board’s recommended changes.  We want all individuals who are truly disabled and cannot work to receive disability benefits, but we also want those who can work to receive the assistance that they need.  Although we want expeditious case processing, we also believe that it is essential that the disability program provide high quality decisions that give fair and consistent treatment to all.  Finally, claimants should be helped to understand the disability process and kept informed about the reasons why their claims are delayed.

These goals and objectives provided the basis and focus for the fundamental program changes that the Board recommended.  The Board’s careful review of the program led us to make many detailed recommendations.  I won’t try to list them all, but I would like to highlight some of the major areas where we see substantial need for improvements.
In every component of the Social Security system, there are dedicated and hard-working employees who do their very best to serve the public and carry out the objectives of the program.  And, in many cases – undoubtedly in most cases – they succeed.  But in far too many instances, there are problems – inconsistent decision making, large backlogs, unaccountable levels of appeal and reversal.  And that word, “unaccountable” is a large part of the problem.  There is a lack of accountability that makes it very difficult to pinpoint what in the system needs to be corrected at any given time.

Two closely related areas that must be improved to bring about a more accountable system are policy development and quality management.  If the Social Security disability system is to operate on a unified basis with accountability among its various components, it is absolutely essential for it to have a solid base of carefully developed and uniformly articulated policy.  That requires a stronger policy infrastructure and also requires a vastly improved quality management system.  Such a system can detect weaknesses and inconsistencies in the application of policy.  It can  provide the feedback that is necessary to assure that policies are properly developed and properly implemented.

It is no secret that the appeals process is where much of the concern about the disability program arises because it is in that process that applicants too often experience lengthy delays – sometimes extending for years -- awaiting a judgment as to whether or not the Government thinks they are disabled.  The Advisory Board has for that reason focused a fair amount of attention on that process.  We both looked at the appeals process ourselves and funded a couple of expert studies to look at some possible changes.  We suggested the need for improving accountability by having the State agency decision represented at the hearing, possibly by having an agency representative.  We suggested that consideration be given to closing the record after the ALJ decision.  And we recommended that the agency review the value of the function performed by the Appeals Council.
As you can see from these recommendations, the Board has been encouraging the Social Security Administration to make significant and fundamental changes to address the long-term problems that undermine service to the public and the integrity of the program.  This is why the Board welcomed the dramatic changes that Commissioner Barnhart announced on September 25.  We were pleased to see that proposed changes in the disability process included several changes that seem to reflect improvements that the Board had recommended.  Although there is still a great deal to learn about the proposed changes, I applaud the Commissioner for her leadership and her willingness to take bold actions to improve the disability program.

I know that there have already been numerous comments, concerns, and questions about the proposed changes in the Social Security disability process .  This is not surprising considering the impact the proposed changes will have on every step in the disability process.  Fundamental change is never painless, nor should it be.  The most carefully thought out plan needs to be subjected to careful questioning and analysis.  It is particularly important that those who will be responsible for carrying out the reforms have a full opportunity to provide their views along with all of those who will be affected by them.  Communication and participation will be the keys to an improved disability program.  NADE has a long history of leadership in promoting program changes and improvements, so I know that you will be very involved in working with SSA to improve the Commissioner’s proposed plan.
I believe that NADE and the National Council of Social Security Management Associations have already provided an excellent example of collaboration and cooperation.  That joint proposal that was submitted to Deputy Commissioner Martin Gerry in December of last year shows how groups representing different parts of the Disability Program can avoid narrow self interest and work together to promote improved service to the public.
I encourage anyone who is critical of the plan to not just focus on the problems he or she sees, but to offer alternative solutions.  Considering the seriousness of the problems facing the program, it is unlikely that solutions will be found in maintaining the old way of doing business or by only tinkering with the current process.
The Board will be spending a great deal of time evaluating the Commissioner’s new disability process and listening to the concerns of DDS and SSA staff.  However, there is another important issue that demands prompt attention.  The Board is looking carefully at the question of whether it is time to rethink the 50 year old definition of disability.  The definition was written at a time when it seemed appropriate to write off the employment potential of older, impaired workers.  Over the last half-century there have been major changes in eligibility rules, societal attitudes, medical treatment, rehabilitation technology, and the nature of work.  We are facing a labor-short era when we can’t afford to waste productive capacity.  And, most importantly, we have recognized a national obligation to abandon stereotyped assumptions about the ability of impaired people to be productive members of society.  It is time to take a careful look at the definition of disability and to consider changes that will remove disincentives and that will encourage and help people to continue in or return to work.  The Board will soon be releasing a paper that asks whether the current definition of disability is consistent with the national goal of maximum self-sufficiency for all people.
I know that NADE has previously taken a position against changing the definition of disability at this time.  However, you have also supported the early identification of disabled individuals who have the capacity to return to work and the need to fully research the impact of any changes in the definition of disability.  We will be interested in your reaction to our upcoming report and working with you as we explore this important issue.
The Board recognizes that it is the work that you do every day that ultimately determines the quality of service that is delivered to the public and it is the people on the front lines who are one of the best sources of information on what is wrong and what changes should be made to solve problems.  This is why the Board’s best tool is listening to people like you.  We encourage you to continue to share your ideas and concerns with us as we work together to review and suggest improvements in the Commissioner’s plans to improve the disability process.  On behalf of the Board, I would like to thank you for your hard work and the excellent service that you provide the public.

Thank you very much for inviting me here today.
