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INTRODUCTION TO OKLAHOMA FARM INDUSTRY

A SNAPSHOT OF FARMING IN OKLAHOMA

Oklahoma agriculture
remains an important
economic force,
representing $4.5 billion
dollars worth of raw
products grown each year.
This breaks down to an
average contribution in sales

pcrfarm of $53,498.

Our state ranks seventh in
the United States in total
number of farms (83,300)
and about 75% of our land
is in agricultural
production.

Most Oklahoma farms are
considered small farms, with
an average size of 406 acres.
The majority of these farm
businesses are family farms,
passed down from
generation to generation.

In Oklahoma, it is not
unusual to see family
members working together
to provide labor, share
costs, and reach consensus
on decisions, but most farms
continue to have one
primary operator. Because of
the division of labor and
responsibilities on farms,
cach farm operator is
essential to the success and
survival of the farm.

However, other types of

farm business structures can

be found in Oklahoma, like
corporate farms and vertically
integrated farms, as well as
value-added farm production,
subscription farms, and market

gardens.

Despite differences in
farming, one fact remains
constant: farming is a
hazardous occupation (2nd
highest fatality rate) and
over 200,000 farm workers
in the U.S. sustain lost-
work time injuries of which
many result in serious, life
altering disablement. Many
others become disabled
because of chronic illness or
off-the-farm accidents and
injuries.

The Oklahoma Department
of Rehabilitation Services
has a vital role in assisting
individuals with disabilities
enter or retain employment

in agriculture.

DIVERSITY OF FARM PRODUCTS & PRODUCERS

CROPS:
e  Wheat
o (Cotton

e  Fruit & nuts

e  Greenhouse

e  Dairy
e Hay
e  Soybeans

. Sorghum
. Vegetables
e (Corn

e Other grains

LIVESTOCK:

o C(Cattle & calves

e Poultry & eggs

e  Meat chickens

e Hogs & pigs

e  Sheep

¢  Dairy & meat goats
e  Horses & donkeys
e Mules & ponies

e Aquaculture

e  Turkeys

e Fiber & hair products

FARMERS:
Principal Operators:
Men = 74,580
Women= 8,720
Average age= 56

All Operators by Race:
White=108,877

African American=1,096
American Indian=7,470
Pacific Islander=26
Asian=116
Hispanic=2,069

Agriculture remains an

important part of our
economy

Oklahoma agriculture is

diverse
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Farming is hard work

Farming centers
around the “heroic
figure of the
idealized frontier
farmer armed with
that supreme
agrarjan weapon,

the sacred plow”

Henry Nash Smith

Efficiency depends on

your pCI‘SpCCtiVC

MYTH ONE: FARMING IS AN EASY WAY OF LIFE

AGRARIAN REALITY:

As city and suburban
motorists pass through the
countryside in the comfort of
automobiles, the farm looks
like a peaceful idyllic place.

Looks can be deceiving.

In fact, farms and ranches
require a significant
investment of physical labor,
time, money, and acceptance
of risk. Seasonal demands find
the farm operator putting in
hour upon hour of fatiguing

labor to prepare fields for

planting or harvesting grain

crops, tending livestock, and
maintaining the farm

infrastructure and machinery.

Farming often entails multiple
roles and cxpcctations. Up to
50% of farm operators must
also work off-the-farm jobs to
sustain themselves and their
families and to obtain health
benefits. The farm work gets
done before and after off-the-
farm jobs, on weekends and

after church.

Farm women often work
three “shifts”. The first shift is
off-the-farm employment.
The second shift entails
completing household
responsibilities and child-
care. The third shift is
completing farm tasks to help
pick up the slack and get
work accomplished. If the
farmer or spouse has a
disability, their partner must
also fulfill the role of

caregiver.

MYTH TwO: CAN'T MAKE A LIVING FROM FARMING

AGRARIAN REALITY:
Obviously 83,300 Oklahoma

farmers are making a living in
agriculture. Granted, farming
is not an easy way of making a
living, and others may not
understand or value why
anyone would work so hard
for the amount of income
produced. However, farming
is a valid occupational choice.

Farming and ranching also

represents a way of life, which
may significantly outweigh the
hardships and lower income
for those who are embedded in
farming culture and perceive
themselves as having good

quality of life.

Some things have to be
measured beyond just income
and farm and ranch businesses
are a good example. Most
Oklahoma agricultural

producers employ workers
from the community. Farms
create the need for purchases
of goods, services, tools,
machinery, seed and feed,
and chemicals from other
rural businesses. Agricultural
businesses pay taxes. And
lastly, farms and ranches
contribute to creating natural
wildlife habitat and
stewardship of precious
environmental resources.

MYTH THREE: FAMILY FARMING IS INEFFICIENT

AGRARIAN REALITY:

Opinions about what is
“efficient” are largely shaped
by a market economy which
favors economies of scale.
From this perspective, larger
corporate agri-businesses are
more cost-efficient.
Unanswered questions remain
about the environmental
impact of farm operations like

concentrated anima]:feeding

operations and the social effects
of such economic systems.

A small number of producers
are moving toward forms of
agriculture which many people
find more in line with their
social and environmental
values. These farm producers
are decreasing dependence on
growing commodity crops and
are creating profitable niche
businesses in fresh direct

marketing of farm products like
fresh vegetable and meats,
agrotourism, and organics.
Some growers may join
cooperatives in producing bio-

fuels or other energy crops.

Ultimately, all these forms of
agriculture find their spot in
marketplaces driven by
alternate concepts of
efficiency.
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MYTH FOUR: ALL FARMING IS THE SAME

AGRARIAN REALITY:
Oklahoma farms and ranches

are diverse in the type of grain
crops grown, animals raised,
business structure, and kinds
of equipment and machinery
needed to produce feed crops

and livestock.

For example, one agricultural
producer may work calves by
moving them through a
handling system where a
squeeze chute or tilt table is
used to safely confine the
animal. Another producer

may still use ranching skills of
roping off horses and work
the calves on the ground
where it is held by two
flankers.

Although most farms need
tractors to perform work, the
size and configuration of
tractors greatly varies.
Different tractors are made for
utility work, orchardry, row
crop production, and large-
scale field preparation.

Also, a farm in southwest
Oklahoma may require

specialized equipment like
cotton harvesters or peanut
harvesters. Meanwhile a farm
in eastern Oklahoma may
need equipment for shaking
trees and picking up pecans.

Service providers, especially
those unfamiliar with
agriculture, will typically find
the farm producer more than
willing to cxplain how their
particular farm operates, how
tasks are typically performed,
and kinds of equipment
located on the farm.

It’s all Black and White

FARM CULTURE AND IDENTITY

For some, a job is simply a
way to financially support a
family, pay the mortgage, and
acquire goods and services
they feel contribute to quality
of life. The jobs performed
may have little or nothing to
do with how they identify
“who they are” as a person.
Other roles may be more
important, like being a dad,
or being a photographer. Jobs
are a means to reach other

more important ends.

Farmers are more likely to
identify themselves through
the work they perform and
the lifestyle that accompanies
the work. A farmer IS a
farmer.

For many, the farm has been
sustained by multiple
generations of family
members, and the values,
routines, and rhythms of farm
life are found desirable to pass
on to future generations.

The farm becomes a place of
deep personal and spiritual
meaning. In fact, on some
_farms, multiple generations of
men, women, and children
may be found working in
various roles and activities

upon the farm.

The farm life offers seasonal
routines for daily labor in
planting and harvesting,
husbandry, maintaining the
farmstead and machinery.
The hours are long, and often
farmers are working alone to
achieve results. It is no
wonder farmers have been
characterized as independent,
stoic, proud, thrifty,
responsible, and “can do”.

According to a report by the
W K. Kellogg Foundation,
farmers value family, hard
work, commitment to
community, spiritual faith,
and self-sufficiency.

Still, farm families have the
same problems as anyone,
including family differences,
marital discord, disability, or
substance abuse. However,
the services needed to assist
farm family members must be
culturally competent.

And simply defined, to a
farmer, being able to farm is
equated with being healthy.
The research of Deborah
Reed, a nursing professor at
the University of Kentucky
confirms the notion of health
and farming. She interviewed
over 200 farmers about their
opinions regarding being
healthy, and almost all of
them reported being healthy
meant being able to go out
and work on the farm.

When what “you do for a
living” is your “way of life”
and “who you are”, it is casy
to see why farmers are
motivated to work.

“OCCUPATIONS
ARE KEY TO
BEING A
PARTICULAR
PERSON, AND
CREATING AND
MAINTAINING AN
IDENTITY”

CHARLES CHRISTIANSEN
PHD, OTR

g

At

Farm culture is closely
related to care of land

and animals
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Routines of farm life
revolve around takjng
care of the farm

‘MANY TIMES
MODIFICATIONS
TO
ENVIRONMENTAL
CONDITIONS
CAN BE MADE TO
IMPROVE
HEALTH, SAFETY,
AND TASK
PERFORMANCE.”

FARM ROUTINES

Farm routines vary depending
on the weather, seasons, and
time of year. For instance, in
June, most Oklahoma farmers
will be busy harvesting wheat
fields and baling the straw.
Summer is also the time for
mowing, raking, baling,
curing, and stacking hay.

Late summer will find farmers
operating tractors and
preparing fields for next years
planting by turning over fallow
fields with plows and
conditioning the soil surface
with chisels or other harrowing
implements.

During fall months, many
farmers and ranchers who raise
cattle will be concerned with

gathering the weaned calves

and shipping them to livestock

sales. However, the cows and
bulls that will be kept over the
winter will continue to be fed
and watered. The farmer and
rancher will have made
decisions about how much hay
and supplemental feed will be
needed to sustain the herd and
where the feed and hay will be
stored for access. Some
farmers and ranchers will graze
cattle on winter wheat as well.

Winter is also a time for
repairing and maintaining
machinery, however, access to
hay, feed, and water is a daily
routine for farm animals
wintering over. Winter is also
the time for taxes, preparing
financial documents, and
getting the books up to date.

Spring renews the farm
routine cycle when planted
fields of wheat begin to grow
taller and beard. Cows begin
to bear their calves and need
tending by the farmer or
rancher.

Vocational rehabilitation
counselors working with
farmers and ranchers must
give consideration to the
entire work year to gain an
accurate picture of the major
work duties of the farmers or
rancher client. Often the
priority for the farmer is
whatever farm routines and
demands are currently in
season, so it is important to
obtain the large picture first,
and prioritize needs according
to the overall farm operation.

WORK ENVIRONMENTS

Farm and ranch work take
place in a variety of physical
work environments. The
lighting conditions,
temperature, work surfaces,
footing, and air quality are
important features to note in
the agricultural work setting.

For instance, dairy farmers
spend a great deal of time
working indoors while
milking cows. The dairy
parlor floor will be concrete
and most likely will be wet,
creating an environment
conducive to slipping and
falling. The dairy farmer must

also have physical contact
with large heavy dairy cows
and may be kicked, stepped
on, or pushed against by the
animal. The dairy farmer
must lift and carry milking
units, depending on the setup
of the parlor, as well as
thoroughly clean everything
after milking.

Meanwhile, a wheat farmer
on a harvest combine must deal
with sun exposure,

extreme heat, dust, and long
hours in the operators seat of
the combine repetitively
operating numerous hand and

foot controls to successfully
cut the field and transfer the
wheat to grain trucks that will
take the wheat to the granary.
Vocational rehabilitation
counselors should optimally
visit the farm to look at the
work environment of the
farm client, and/or ask
probing questions about the
types of environments the
farmer or rancher is working
in through the year. Many
times modifications to
environmental conditions can
be made to improve health,
safety, and task performance.
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FARM MACHINERY AND TOOLS

Agricultural machinery is large,
heavy, and dangerous. The ma-
chinery may have an auger, chain,
belt, pulley, knife edge, or power
shaft to perform some farm func-

tion.

However, machinery is essential
to the success of every Oklahoma
farm enterprise. A typical new row

Crop tractor may cost over

$100,000 and a combine
$250,000. Thus, most farmers
will want to gain access to the
farm machinery they already
have on the farm, and in most
instances, adapting the machin-
ery for access is the most cost
effective solution for farmers
with physical disabilities. Most
farmers are also quite compe-

tent to determine how much
physicai risk thcy are Willing to
assume in continuing to work
in agriculture. Appropriate assis-
tive technology and modifica-
tions can help reduce risks.

FARM STRESS

Most farms and ranches appear tran-
quil and pastoral when viewed by
travelers swiftly passing by on
nearby highways. In fact, nothing
could be farther from the truth.
Farming and ranching families
endure stresses over which they
have little or no control.

For example, the farmer or
rancher pays the same high cost of
fuel as anybody and depends on
petroleum based chemicals for
fertilizing, pest, and weed control.
Yet, depending on global markets
they may see little profit by the

time the crop is out of the ground.

Farmers also have no control over
the vagaries of Oklahoma
weather. Severe winter ice, spring
and summer hail storms, flood,
and tornadoes can all damage
crops. Drought or extended
periods of dry weather can have
devastating consequences when

plants and animals cannot get
enough water to survive.

Fortunately many farmers
purchase crop insurance to hedge
against weather related damage,
but many cannot

afford to purchase insurance and
suffer the consequences.

Working with famiiy members
can also be a source of stress and
frustration as different
generations on the farm may
have different viewpoints on
dividing labor, methods of
production, and sharing
financial risks and rewards.

Most people can leave work at
the end of the day and find
stress relief at home, through
exercise or leisure. For

farming families the workplace
and home are the same. In
addition, medical bills related to

chronic health conditions and
disability compounds

existing stress.

Many VR/VS clients working
in agriculture may want to
benefit from services that can
teach them strategies for
coping with on-the-farm stress

and familial relationships, as
well as receive referrals and

Farm stress comes

advocacy to deal with medical

debt.

from weather,
markets, finances,

and family
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BEHAVIORAL HEALTH RISKS ASSOCIATED WITH INJURIES

4@ \
The risk of injury

increases with fatigue.

Farmers with disabilities

can participate in farming

According to the National Insti-
tute of Occupational Safety and
Health, there are several behav-
ioral health risks associated with
farm injuries and fatalities. Per-
haps the primary health risk for
farm related death, injury, or
disability is Working while fa-
tigued. However, farmers feel
very pressured to work long
hours in order to make a living
through farming. Few take rest
breaks, especially during har-
vest. Simply said, farm acci-
dents frequently occur when the
farm operator is fatigued and
tired. It is easier to make mis-
takes or misjudge when tired.

Existing health conditions can
also increase the risk of injury.
For example, a rancher with
diabetes who goes without eat-
ing while out checking fence
who then loses his/her blood
sugar while working in a remote
arca may not be able to get help
for a severe hypoglycemic epi-
sode. Coma and/or death could
occur in such serious circum-
stances. Another major risk
factor for injury concerns exist-
ing attitudes about farm safety
and the removal of safety shield-

ing. Some farmers will re-
move shielding over a power
shaft for ease of access for
repair or maintenance. When
operating, the power shaft
(also known as a power take-
off) is capable of spinning be-
tween 600-1000 revolutions
per minute. A jacket string or
body part will become entan-
gled if it touches the power
shaft before the event can
even be perceived. In other
words, this time saver may be
costly in terms of injury, or

more probably, death.
Other behavioral health risks

for injury include the use of
alcoholic beverages or pre-
scription drugs while operat-
ing machincry. Drugs and
alcohol can affect attention,
alertness, and impair reac-

tions.

Vocational rehabilitation
counselors can provide much
needed counseling that may
assist the farm operator with a
disability in modifying behav-
ioral health risks, such as,
learning to incorporate rest

into work routines, manage

chronic health conditions ap-
propriately, replace safety
shields on equipment, refrain
from drinking alcoholic bev-
erages while performing
work, and learning about the
side effects of medications on

work performance.

Children and women on farms
are also at increased risk for
farm injuries. Children may
be asked to perform tasks for
which they are not develop-
mentally ready. Women may
not be as familiar with the
complexity of the farm equip-
ment if they are not also a
primary operator on the farm.
So it is important when con-
sidering transferring work
duties from the primary opera-
tor with a disability to other
famiiy members that their
safety, ability, and capacities
are known.

FARMERS AND DISABILITY

For most farmers with a
disability, the prospect of leav-
ing farm work is not viewed as a
desirable vocational goal.

Culturally competent service
providers will assist the farmer
in viewing all options and assist
them in making informed deci-
sions about remaining in agri-
culturally meaningful work.

Promising news knows that

most farmers with
disabilities can continue
working in agriculture thanks
to advances in farm technolo-
gies, assistive and adaptive
devices, and environmental

modifications.

AgrAbility service providers
have expertise in identifying
the technology, adaptations,
and modifications which can

assist the farmer in returning

to work. Vocational
rehabilitation counselors may
consider working with
AgrAbility when Working
with farm clients with
disabilities to enhance their
vocational rehabilitation

services.

Most VR/VS cases with
farmers and ranchers will
result in a successful
employment outcome.
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“MOST FARM
AND RANCH
VOCATIONAL
REHABILITATION
CASES WILL
RESULT IN A
SUCCESSFUL
EMPLOYMENT
OUTCOME".

RURAL HEALTH ISSUES

Communities in rural
Oklahoma are not even close
to having the same depth and
breadth of services as
metropolitan and suburban

areas.

The infrastructure of
transportation, health
facilities, and emergency
medicine are not readily
available. The availability of
mental health services, home
health, caregiving, in-home
physical rehabilitation, and
other local services are
non-existent in many places.

Many rural communities are
geographically isolated as

well.

In order to receive services,
most rural dwellers must
drive long distances to more
metropolitan areas. Families
may be hours away from
family members who are
hospitalizcd or in long—tcrm
care and need comfort and
support of familial relations.

Emergency medical and fire
services are often provided by
volunteers who may not have
access to the same equipment
and level of training as city

pCCI’S.

Data has consistently shown
that rural dwellers lag behind
in health services, and
consequently in health
outcomes. In addition, they
are more likely to be
uninsured or under-insured
compared to other

Oklahomans.

Many chronically ill or
disabled rural dwellers are
given well-meaning advice to
({3 ”» K3
move to town” for services,
without considering whether
this is financially feasible or

personally desirable.
Thankfully, advances are

bcing made in providing
tele-health and tele-
rehabilitation technologies to
rural residents through the
University of Oklahoma-
Health Sciences, and more
rural primary care providers
have been recruited into rural
communities by Oklahoma
State University Health
Sciences.

However, vocational
rehabilitation counselors
should not assume that
comparable services will be
available in most rural areas.
The majority of services will
be inforrnally providcd by
family members, church, or
neighbors. The lack of
adequate rural health services
creates stress for all rural
community members.

Whenever feasible, the
vocational rehabilitation
counselor may wish to visit
the farm and ranch where a
potential client lives. This
will provide the counselor
with the opportunity to assist
the client in filling out an
application for service,
gaining first hand knowledge
about the farm business

situation, and determining

eligibility as quickly as
possible.

Expcditing referrals for other
human services needed by the
farm family can be providcd
at this time. Strategies and
recommendations for
strengthening and expanding
current support systems can
also be determined from the

on-site visit.

For instance, the caregiver of
a farmer with a disability may
need respite care in order to go
to the doctor for his/her own
health care needs. Many of
these needs might not be
obvious during an office in-
take. Yet, these services are
important in maintaining the
health and vocational
participation of the farmer
with a disability.

In summary, farmers and
ranchers with disabilities in
Oklahoma are working,
operating businesses,
contributing to economic
vitality, and making a living
from farming thanks to the
efforts of vocational
rehabilitation counselors.
More success is possible!
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CASE MANAGEMENT NEEDS OF FARM/RANCH

ROLE OF VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION

The Rehabilitation Services
Administration and

Oklahoma Department of
Rehabilitation Services
support the choice of clients in
obtaining desired employment.
This includes the option of
clients who wish to be retained
in a current occupation but
who need vocational
rehabilitation services in order
to do so successfully. Most
farmers will fit into the
category of being retained in a
current occupation. This
makes sense for many reasons:

First, farmers and ranchers
generally already possess the
land, animals, farm financing,
machinery, equipment,

and tools to work in agriculture.
Second, they have highly
specialized knowledge about
the use of land, water, and
resources used for agricultural
production. Thirdly, the
prospect of successfully
re-tooling the farmer for other
available vocations in the
community is marginal in most
rural locations. Fourth, most
farmers will choose to remain
employed in

agriculture when given the
opportunity to do so.

The role of the vocational
rehabilitation counselor will be
to work with the farmer in
determining what vital
services, assistive technologies,

home or work modifications
will be needed to return to
work, as well as identifying
other financial resources,
efficient use of any cost-share,
and learning about programs
available to assist with achiev-
ing success.

Although vocational
rehabilitation is acknowl-
edged to be the payer of last
resort, in reality, Oklahoma
has few other agency or
organizational resources to
fund the services and equip-
ment needed for vocational
success. However, a few
available resources will be
identified in Chapter Five.

Vocational Rehabilitation

can retain people with
disabilities in the
workforce

ELIGIBILITY

Effective service includes gathering
information for dctcrmining cligibility
as soon as possible. The longer a self-
supporting business owner like a farmer
or rancher must wait for services, the
more the viability of the business is
jeopardized. Why? Because self-
supporting farm operators depend upon
their own participation in the daily labor
and work tasks in order to keep the
business going. It is not likely a full-time
farmer is on workman’s compensation
or receiving disability income while
awaiting vocational rehabilitation ser-
vices. Thus, unnecessary delays or
lapses of service should be avoided to
every extent possible.

Also, it is important to remember the
severity of the disability is exacerbated
and heightened by the complex environ-
ments in which agricultural work is
performed. For example, an office

worker who sustains a lower extremity
leg amputation will have fewer disadvan-
tages in returning to work in an office
environment than a worker or farmer
who must be able to climb up heights,
kneel, lift and carry, and walk on uneven
terrain or slopes in the field and in
adverse weather conditions.

For many reasons, including age, condi-
tion of disability, rural location, and
number of work environments, and most
farmers will also need multiple services
over an extended period of time.

For example, G.M. was a 67 year old
farmer in southwestern Oklahoma who
had a stroke paralyzing his left side. G.M.
also had diabetes, high blood pressure,
and high cholesterol. G.M. was the
primary operator of large cash

commodity farm and cattle operation.
Upon becoming eligible to receive voca-
tional rehabilitation services, it was de-

termined he would be able to return to
work as a farmer if he was provided
with the necessary services. A compre-
hensive plan of employment was created
to ensure success. G.M. received addi-
tional physical rehabilitation to increase
his endurance for Working and strcngth—
ening his hemiplegic side. He received
orthotic services to improve his
ambulation and diabetic shoes to reduce
the risk of ulcers when walking and op-
erating machinery. His vision was
screened to pro-actively treat any
diabetes related retinopathy. G.M. was
also unable to climb up on his tractor,
and a platform lift was installed.

Further, G.M. was able to financially
participate in his plan and purchased a
farm mobility device called a John
Deere Gator. These services were all
provided within six months of his
intake, and resulting in a successful case
closure.
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DETERMINING COST SHARE
Vocational rehabilitation coun- for rehabilitation Ask about whether farm

selors have an obligation to
determine whether a client can
afford to participate in sharing
the costs of certain vocational
rehabilitation expenses. Also,
many times the counselor’s
supervisor will want to know if
the farm business is viable.
However, several common
sense points bear keeping in

mind:

e  The business assets of the
farm (land, machinery,
buildings, animals,
vehicles, tools, operations
money) belong to the
business and should not be
included in dctcrmining
income for cost-share.

e  The business assets of the
farm are almost always
needed to sustain the farm
business and should not be
liquidated in order to pay

expenses.

o Check the schedule F, line
36 from the last tax year
to figure annual income.
The schedule F also pro-
vides a debt/expense
ratio to determine if the

farm is “upside down” (i.e.
more debt than assets).

e Just because the latest
farm financial statements
show a loss does not nec-
essarily mean the farm is
out of business or at risk.
Farms have good years and

bad years.
®  Viability of the farm busi-

ness can be demonstrated
by whether farm credit is
being extended to the
farm. Credit institutions
are not going to loan
money to farms that are
going under!

repayment is bcing made
on time, since payment
patterns can also demon-
strate viability.

Consider the number of
years the farm has been in
business under the
primary farm operator as
evidence of viability. A
farmer who has survived
over a decade or more is
probably a successful

operator.

A red flag could be a
farmer asking the VR/VS
counselor to purchase seed
because the bank will not
do so.

IEMAPS at OSU can assist
in stating a  farms financial
position.

“SOMETIMES A
FARMER WITH A
DISABILITY WILL
DECIDE TO SHIFT

THE FARMING
OPERATION INTO

A MORE

MANAGEABLE

ENTERPRISE”

SELF-EMPLOYMENT OR RETENTION?

It is important to determine
whether a farmer should be
served under self-employment
rules or as retention in
employment case.

Most of the time the farmer
has already been operating a
farm for a considerable amount
of time. It does not make sense
to work the farmer’s case
under self-employment rules
and policy. It makes more
sense to provide services that
retain the farmer in his current
employment situation. The
farmer will not need assistance
from vocational rehabilitation
for paying business —related

start-up costs, so a business
plan is not really necessary to
provide services. In other
words, the viability of the
farm has already been demon-
strated.

However, sometimes a
farmer with a disabﬂity will
decide to shift the farming
operation into a more
manageable enterprise. For
example, one traditional
Oklahoma wheat farmer and
cattle stocker decided to
move into a non-hormone
treated cattle home-based
business marketing the
processed beef right from the

farm. In this instance, it made
sense to work the case under
self-employment policy, since
this constituted a new and
vastly different farm
operation.

At times people with disabili-
ties will choose to enter
agricultural related enterprises
or start an agricultural or
horticultural related
business. In recent years,
small acreage growers have
proven very successful in
deriving income from
farmer’s market production.
A person with a disability
who is entering (cont pg 12)
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SELF-EMPLOYMENT OR RETENTION? (CONT.)

an agricultural related busi-
ness for the first time will
definitely be best served
through self-employment
services. A business plan, finan-
cial projections, and feasibility
study are the cornerstone to
starting any new business
enterprise. Re-assuring the
agricultural entreprencur that
the business plan is not just a
hoop they have to jump
through is paramount, but is
essential to future success

(even if they can name suc-
cessful ventures who started
without one!).

An agricultural entrepreneur
with a disability will also be
more likely to need start-up
costs, services, and equip-
ment essential for being in
business, as well as assistive
technologies to support
participation in the business.

Business plans costing more

than $10,000 requires

supervisory approval, how-
ever, according to VR policy
this does not include the cost
for assistive technology. Assis-
tive technology and environ-
mental modifications costs are
determined by VR assistive
technology policy and proce-
dures.

MEASURING EMPLOYMENT OUTCOMES FOR FARMERS

Oklahoma vocational rehabili-
tation policy provides good
guidance on determining
when employment outcomes
have been reached for most
workers. For instance, the
worker is making the same
income as non-disabled peers,
or is attaining at least mini-
mum wage every week for a
period of months.

However, farmers may only
receive income on an annual
basis or a few times a year.
This fact does not correspond
well with the guidance found
in policy.

In clarifying policy, the
Agency has determined a
farmer who is already in
business can be assumed to be
making a basic living wage. If

Using the right measuring

tool is important to show

outcomes.

the farmer is satisfied with
farm participation and is
operating competitively with
his/her neighboring farms (i.e.
similar risks/rewards), then it
can be assumed the farmer is
successfully employed, and

the case can be closed as
“rehabilitated”.
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AGRICULTURAL BUSINESS OPTIONS

On occasion, a seasoned
farmer or a new entrepreneur
with a disability will want to
explore new agricultural
related business options.
Oklahoma has a vast and
diverse geography capable of
growing numerous plants,
feed crops, and forage for rais-
ing animals depending on
location and availability of

resources.

Many niche opportunities are
being discovered in agriculture
with great frequency. Voca-
tional rehabilitation can
support exploration of new
agricultural opportunities that
may better suit the capacities
and resources of the farmer.
For example:

e  Viniculture and wine-
making are a growing
industry in Oklahoma.

e  Goat meat is highly
desired by many ethnic

food market consumers.

e  Fresh varieties of vegeta-
bles and fruits are a
farmer market staple.

®  Organic-labeled foods
command premium
prices in the market place
and are found in virtually
every supermarket and
specialty foods stores.

e  Fresh-cut flowers for the
table are a farmer’s
market favorite.

. Many fresh and dried
herbs are used in the
kitchen and for wellness.

Value-added farm products
like dairy goat milk
soaps, lotions, and cheese

are in demand.

Value-added food prod-
ucts like salsas, heirloom
tomatoes, jellies, chut-
neys, and other proc-
essed on-the-farm prod-
ucts are entering natural
foods and farmers
markets.

Smaller cattle varieties
like low-lines (Angus and
Scottish Highlander) can
be grown on less acreage
and find a placc in grass-
fed beef niches with food
consumers who value
sustainable farming prac-
tices.

Farm baked breads and
pies are an important
part of farmer’s market
variety.

Dried fruits and meat
jerky are popular winter
products since they can
be stored for longer
periods.

Wind is an energy
resource that can be
“harvested” on farms, as
well as extra bio-mass for

converting into diesel

fuel.

Locally produced artisan
cheeses go great with an
Oklahoma wine.

Direct marketing of farm
raised natural beef and
free range meat poultry

fill an important
consumer need.

Farm fresh eggs are
desirable at the farmer’s
market.

e Native pecans and paper
shells are highly sought
during the Holidays.

e  Christmas trees and fire-
wood are also seasonal

sources Of income.

®  Agritourism is a growing
segment of business in

Oklahoma.

e Pumpkin farms also enjoy
seasonal buyers.

Growing food in Oklahoma is
big business. For more infor-
mation about the diversity of
food production in our state,
please visit the Oklahoma
Department of Agriculture
website

at :www.oda.state.ok.us

Also, local Cooperative
Extension specialists will have
information about niche
agriculture throughout
Oklahoma. Office Locator at:
http://countyext2 .okstate.
edu.
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Fresh vegetables, fruits,

cheese, and wine are
“Made in Oklahoma”
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POTENTIAL NEEDS OF AGRICULTURAL CLIENTS

ASSESSMENT

VR/VS counselors typically
use appropriate existing
information to ascertain
diagnosis and the medical
functional impact of
disability. However,
assessment to determine
cligibility can be greatly
enhanced through using the
established expertise of the
Oklahoma AgrAbility
Project to evaluate the
effect of a farmer or
rancher’s disability upon
task performance and
participation in work. The
AgrAbility Assessment is a
comprchcnsivc written
evaluation of the
agricultural client’s past and
current participation in
work, quality of current
performance, and
identification of
environmental or other
barriers to working. The
assessment may also be
useful in determining the
appropriate priority service
category. For instance,
since agricultural
workplaces are dangerous,
dynamic, and complex, a

given condition of disability
may actually be more severe
in this context, than say, in
an office environment.

The AgrAbility Assessment
can also be useful for
writing goals for the IPE
and projecting the goods
and services necessary for
successful rehabilitation. In
most cases that have an
AgrAbility Assessment,
eligibility can be
determined in considerably
less than 60 days, and allow
the counselor to act
effectively and efficiently
toward closure. Referrals
for AgrAbility Assessment
services can be made
through ABLE Tech at:
1-888-885-5588 (toll-free).

VR/VS may also have staff
who are assistive technology
or sensory aid specialists
who can contribute
information on part or all of
the assessment for eligibility
and identification of goods
and services, depending on

the individual’s established

expertise. Expertise and
competence can be
determined by the amount
of training the individual has
in the area of agricultural
health and safety,
AgrAbility assistive technology
workshop training, and the
amount and time of practice
experience with agricultural
clients in the past. Coming
from an agricultural
background is also a plus,
but does not substitute for
practice competency: the
specific skills, knowledge,
and attitudes required for
working with agricultural
clients with disabilities.

Some agricultural accidents
may be minor, but they can
still prevent farmers and
ranchers from completing
their work.
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COUNSELING AND GUIDANCE

Counseling and guidance is a
primary tool in vocational
rehabilitation. It allows the
VR/VS counselor the
opportunity to develop rapport
and common ground with the
farmer and rancher, as well as
assist the agricultural client in
adjusting and adapting to
having a disability. Often a
farmer or rancher with a new
disability will have been
discouraged by well-meaning
health practitioners from
returning to working in
agriculture, when actually most
of them can continue participa-
tion in farming or ranching
work. The counselor can often
assist in correcting these
misperceptions by explaining
how the agricultural client can
maximize satisfaction in farm
work participation through the
use of VR/VS services that
identify suitable and realistic
farm work goals.

All agricultural clients will
need some form of counseling
and guidance from the VR/VS
counselor, especially counsel-
ing and guidance that enable
informed choice. An example
would be a farmer or rancher
who decides to significantly
change the farm or ranch op-
eration into a more physically
manageable alternative
enterprise. Since the change
from a traditional commodities
or livestock farm or ranch is

significant, other information
and support services will likely
be necessary to reach a success-
ful rehabilitation closure. The
counselor and the client may
need more information about
alternative farm enterprises, as
well as the capacities needed to
operate the new enterprise. For
example, a VR counselor
working with a farmer in
southwestern Oklahoma, who
had experienced numerous
traumatic hand injuries,
discovered the farmer wanted
to use his farm to raise USDA
source verified non-hormone
treated cattle and then directly
market the product. These
needs required the farmer to
obtain new skills in business
planning, developing a USDA
approved management plan,
and implementing strategies to
build additional capital for
startup and new equipment. So
that the client could exercise a
more informed choice, the coun-
selor and AgrAbility were able
to refer the farmer to
SpCCializcd information and
support services that could
assist him in developing skills
and extra financial resources as
well as test the feasibility of his
new enterprising idea.

A few agricultural clients may
want to leave farming and
ranching entirely and move

into traditional in-town

employment situations, though
this is extremely rare. In these
instances, the VR/VS counselor
can make use of traditional
contacts and supports they have
already established to ensure
clients reach successful closure.
These might include obtaining
services through other entities
and organizations, paying for
job-related services, such as: job
search and placement, job
retention, ongoing services, and
extended services. Clients may
also need vocational and other
training services. In addition,
since many farmers are
under-insured or uninsured, they
may need diagnosis and
treatment of existing physical
and mental impairments that are
affecting the ability to enter new
Cmploymcnt or maintain their

current employment.

A working cowboy and ranch
manager without health
insurance had significant dete-
rioration in both hips from a
lifetime of Working from horse-
back. He was limited to using a
wheelchair and unable to work.
Vocational rehabilitation was
able to purchase

medical services to replace both
hips over a period of months for
treatment, rehabilitation, and
recovery. The case was success-
fully closed by placing him into
a new occupation as a livestock

contract buyer.

COUNSELING
CAN ASSIST THE
FARMER OR
RANCHER IN
ADJUSTING AND
ADAPTING TO
HAVING A
DISABILITY.
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REHABILITATION TECHNOLOGY

Well selected rehabilitation
technology, aids, or devices can be a
powerful and effective tool for
returning agricultural clients to
the farm or ranch workplace and
for removing barriers to work
participation. On the other hand,
poorly selected rehabilitation tech-
nology, aids, and devices, cost the
agency valuable funding resources
and create frustration and discour-
agement for the client.

Oklahoma AgrAbiiity has demon-
strated expertise in recommending
and selecting the most essential and
cost-effective technologies needed
for the agricultural workplace.
AgrAbility Specialists can also
consult with the VR/VS rehabilita-
tion specialists on the appropriate
assistive technology or sensory aids
needed by a client. Numerous
VR/VS case studies indicate most
rehabilitation technology, aids, or
devices are needed to gain access to

agricultural machinery, farm
mobility, and access through
gates, as well as ergonomic or
adapted tools for specific job tasks.
It is worth noting again, in self-
employment cases, assistive technol-
ogy is not considered under the
business start-up costs, but is a
separate service. The following
sections will cover the use of

rehabilitation technology in more

depth.

FARM ACCESS ISSUES AND TYPICAL SOLUTIONS

Many farmers or ranchers with
disabilities need to be able to
access and operate farm machin-
ery like tractors, combines, and
farm trucks. Usually the farmer or
rancher has a significant limita-
tion in mobility from a spinal
cord injury, hcmiplcgia from
stroke, lower extremity amputa-
tion, or severe arthritis in one or
more joints of his/her hips,
knees, ankles, or feet. Depending
on the level of impairment, the
farmer or rancher may no longer
safely climb up the small ladders
and handholds provided for stan-
dard access. Some farmers with
good dynamic standing balance
can handle using adapted steps
and ladders which are more bio-
mechanically efficient. Other
farmers with good static standing
balance may be able to use a
mechanical lift with a standing
platform to reach the operator’s
station, while those with paralysis
or hemiplegia will probably
require a mechanical lift with a
seat to reach the operator’s seat
in the machine. Once positioned
in the operator’s seat, the farmer
or rancher may need additional

aids depending on the tasks to be
performed with the equipment.
Devices like extra mirrors, hand
controls, automatic hitching
equipment, and ergonomic seating,
are needed to enhance function in
the job task, decrease

abnormal postures, and decrease
fatigue (the number one human-
related factor in farm injuries and
fatalities).

Having adequate farm mobility is
crucial for the agricultural client
with lower cxtrcmity impairments
causing pain, joint limitations, and
fatigue in ambulatory clients. Mo-
bility is absolutely essential for
agricultural clients with paralysis,
lower extremity amputation, and
significant hemiplegia. Very few
electric powered wheelchairs or
scooters are adequate for outdoor
farm mobility and those that are
adequate are also quite expensive.
Traditional farm mobility devices
like non-roadway utility vehicles are
frequently less expensive and can
be adapted for hand controls and
wheelchair lifts. Several state VR
agencies are opting for the pur-
chase of non-roadway utility vehicles
instead of electric powered wheel-

chairs or scooters. The need for
the non-roadway farm mobility
device must be extremely well-
justified and essential to achieve
the vocational outcome. In other
words, no less expensive and/or
adequate solution can be found.
The farm truck may also be a target
for technology that enables trans-
fer in and out of the vehicle, as
well as a lift for a wheelchair or
scooter, so the farmer or rancher
can scout fields, check livestock, or
access the community for business
banking, cooperative extension
services, or going to the imple-
ment dealership or feed stores for
purchases.

Getting in and out of farm fields,
pastures, livestock enclosures, and
farm structures can be a daunting
task for a person with physical

limitations. Numerous solutions

(cont pg 17).

.
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The risk of injury

increases with fatigue

FARM ACCESS ISSUES AND TYPICAL SOLUTIONS (CONT.)

exist which can enhance access
and reduce barriers to work
participation that relate to gate
closures, barn doors, and
latches. A vocational rehabilita-
tion counselor in northeastern
Oklahoma was able to purchase
a powered gate opener for a
farmer with a severe and degen-
erative back impairment. This
enabled the farmer to open a
main gate with a remote con-
trol; thus, he did not have to get
in and out of his truck or have
to lift or drag the gate to open
it. Other devices, like one-
handed gate latches or casy
turning handles are available for
clients with arm or hand limita-
tions. Also, many different solu-
tions exist for removing barriers
at doors and entry points to
barns, shops, and outbuildings.
Farmers with visual impair-
ments may benefit from solu-
tions that decrease sources of
glare, increase general lighting
and task 1ighting, providc
optimal organization of tools

and workspace, and high

visibility marking on key objects
for improving their contrast
with the task environment.

Finally, an incredible revolution
in ergonomic tool dcsign has opti-
mized the safety and prevention
of musculoskeletal disorders in
the workforce. These same
tools can be utilized appropri-
ately for many agricultural cli-
ents who have difficulty ma-
nipulating regular tools or who
need assistance in stabilizing
materials through the use of
one-handed clamping devices.
Many of these devices are found
off-the-shelf in home improve-
ment stores, construction
supply businesses, or hardware
and tool stores. Frequently
minor modifications can be
made to existing tools to in-
crease their usability. Anti-
vibration tape or non-slip
gripping can be applied to a
tool handle, or the tool can be
modified for a specific need.
For example, a set of hay hooks
were modified using a modeling

plastic to create a more com-

fortable custom grip for a
farmer with severe arthritis in
her hands. Another farmer with
a total shoulder arm amputation
benefitted from extending the
length of a set of open end
wrenches to give him more
leverage. Yet another farmer
with bilateral arm amputations
was able to use a cordless drill
by adding steel eyelet hooks
through which he could hold the
drill and operate the trigger.

FUNDING

In general, VR/VS are
frequently the only source of
funding for purchasing the
services and goods needed to
reach a successful closure.
However, funding is not an in-
exhaustible resource of the
Department. Whenever possi-
ble, VR/VS counselors will
augment the funding resources
available to clients through
various means. Some farmers or

ranchers may have a particu-
larly good year in farming and
make a profit from the farm. In
this instance, the farmer or
rancher could be expected to
financially contribute to their
plan. In many years the farmer
may have to reinvest all cash
back into the farm business
without any profit taking.

Other resources are worth
mentioning in regard to

funding opportunities for
assistive technologies,
services, or goods needed to
vocationally rehabilitate the
agricultural client.

(Resources are detailed in the
remainder of Chapter three).




CHAPTER THREE: POTENTIAL NEEDS

ALTERNATIVE FINANCING PROGRAM & ACCESS TO TELEWORK FUND

Oklahoma ABLE Tech, in
partnership with the Oklahoma
Assistive Technology Foundation
(OkAT), contracts with
BancFirst, to offer a statewide
Alternative Financing Program
(AFP) and an Access to
Telework Fund Program
(ATF) to Oklahomans with
disabilities.

Oklahoma ABLE Tech is one
of 26 states to receive funding
from the US Department of
Education, National Institute
on Disability and Rehabilita-
tion Research (NIDRR) to
operate a low interest loan
program called the Alternative
Financing Program or AFP. In
addition, ABLE Tech is one of
20 states to receive funding
from the US Department of
Education, Rehabilitation

Services Agency (RSA) to
operate an Access to Telework
Program or ATF.

The programs offer a low inter-
est and/or low interest guaranty
bank loan that provides Oklaho-
mans with disabilities the op-
portunity to borrow money for
the purchase of needed assistive
technology (AFP), computers and
other adaptive equipment
(ATF). Both loan programs are
administered through a partner-
ship with ABLE Tech, BancFirst
of Stillwater and OkKAT. Both
the AFP and ATF loan programs
provide a mechanism for per-
sons who do not qualify for a
low interest loan through
BancFirst, to request a financial
review by OKAT to co-sign or
guarantee a loan. Under its own
established loan criteria, OKAT

determines the loan applicant's
ability to make the monthly
payments. The interest rate
charged to the borrower on the
low interest loan is 2% above the
Wall Street Journal Daily Prime
Interest Rate for an extended term
up to 5 years. ABLE Tech has
managed a very successful AFP

program since the fall of 2001.

Oklahoma ABLE Tech can be
reached toll free at 1-888-885-
5588.

SOCIAL SECURITY WORK INCENTIVES

Social Security has an umbrella of
special rules that make it possible
for persons with disabilities receiv-
ing Social Security Disability
Insurance (S$DI) or Supplemen-
tal Security Income (SS1) to work
and still receive monthly payments
and Medicare or Medicaid. Social
Security calls these rules "work in-
centives". Some farmers and ranch-
ers who have become disabled may
receive SSDI or SSI and would
potentially be eligible to benefit

from these incentives.

The Social Security work incentives
are like an umbrella to help farmers
and other persons with disabilities
weather the rehabilitative process
of going back to work. On one
side of the umbrella is Social

Security Disability Insurance, or
SSDI. A person with a disability
receives SSDI because they have paid
FICA taxes for a specified period of
time, like an insurance policy, and
have become disabled and are eligible
to receive benefits in the form of
monthly payments and Medicare
health care coverage.

On the other side of the Social
Security umbrella is Supplemental
Security Income, or SSI. A person
receives this type of payment due to
limited income and resources.
Usually a person receives SSI when
there has not been enough paid into
FICA taxes over the years to become
an “insured” worker, or the amount

of SSDI the person would receive is

below the Federal Benefit Rate
(FBR).

The FBR changcs every year. In
2009, the FBR is $674 per month
for a single person. To be eligible
for SSI a single person must have
$2,000 or less in countable re-
sources. They would also be
categorically eligible for Medicaid.
There are certain work incentives that
are associated with SSDI and SSI
separately and work incentives that
apply to both the SSDI and SSI

programs .
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SSDI WORK INCENTIVES

A person with a disability who
receives SSDI and has children
under the age of 19 could potentially
receive auxiliary benefits for his or
her non-disabled children. Auxiliary
benefits are payable to the non-
disabled children of a disabled parent
until they reach the age of 19 or
graduate from high school, which-
ever occurs first. They will receive
this benefit as long as the parent is
still eligible to receive the monthly
SSDI cash payment.

Trial Work Period (TWP). The
benefit of the nine-month trial work
period is for beneficiaries to test
their abiiity to work while retaining
both the SSDI cash benefit and earn-
ings from employment. Trial work
months will be used when monthly
wage earnings exceed the trial work
period level, which changes every
year. In 2009, the trial work period
level is $700/month gross if work-
ing for a wage. If'a person is self-
employed, trial work months will be
used when the person works more
than 80 hours per month OR
exceeds the monthly trial work
period level in Net Earnings from
Self- Employment (NESE). Most
farmers are self-employed and
would need to keep track of the
hours worked and net earnings from
self-employment in order to assist in
the determination when a trial work
period months were completed.
NESE is figured by taking gross
income minus (-) expense equals (=)
net income, multiplied by (x) .9235.
Social Security uses tax records to
make determinations and usually
divides the NESE by the period of

time worked.

The nine trial work months do not
have to be consecutive, but once the
9% trial work month is complete a

36 consecutive month Extended
Period of Eligibility (EPE) begins.
During this consecutive three-year
period, the SSDI cash benefit will be
received only during months earned
income is under the Substantial
Gainful Activity (SGA) level of
$980 per month gross wages in
2009. If a person’s disability is
blindness, the SGA level for 2009 is
$1,640 per month.

NOTE: The first month of SGA
after the trial work period, triggers
one “cessation” and two “grace”
months. During these three months
individuals continue to receive the
SSDI cash benefit, regardless of
their earned income. This provides
a transition for those adapting to
carnings above the SGA level. In
order to determine SGA if a person
is self-employed, the SSA will use
their NESE supported by tax infor-
mation provided which is cross ref-
erenced with the Internal Revenue
Service. It is important to note that
self-employment income alone is not
the only factor in determining if an
individual has attained SGA. In
addition to earnings, a three-step
SGA testing process could be
applied and is as follows:

1). Significant Services AND
Substantial Income. Services

provided in a one-person business
are determined to be significant. In
a business involving more than one
person, significant services exist
when the beneficiary provides 50%
or more of management time or 45
hours per month, regardless of the
total management time required by
the business. Substantial income
exists when average NESE is over
SGA guidelines. If NESE is under
SGA limits, it may still be significant

if income is comparable to what
the person earned before becom-
ing disabled or comparable to that
of a non-disabled self-employed
person doing the same type of
work.

2). Comparability of Work
Activity. Work activity is SGA

when all relevant factors such as
hours, skills, energy output,
efficiency, duties and responsibili-
ties are comparable to that of a
non-disabled person in that type of
work.

3). Worth of Work Activity.
Although not comparable to that

of a non-disabled person, work
activity is SGA if it is clearly
worth more than SGA earnings
guidelines when considered in
terms of its effect on the business,
or when compared to the salary a
business owner would pay to an
employee for such duties. SSA
will use a variety of methods to
maintain beneficiary information
on those self-employed to assist
them with ongoing benefit
determinations and use of work
incentives. Beneficiaries should be
prepared to release to SSA any of
the following: business records,
federal income tax returns, an
account of hours performed in the
business (such as a time sheet or
calendar), and activities and re-
sponsibilities performed in accor-
dance with operating the business
(such as a job description, list of
responsibilities or productivity
log). After the 36 month
Extended Period of Eligibiiity is
exhausted, the first point an
individual works and earns above
The Substantial Gainful Activity
(SGA) level (cont pg 20).
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SSDI WORK INCENTIVES (CONT.)

cash benefits will stop and the individ-
ual will be terminated from the dis-
ability rolls. Cash benefits may be
restarted by 1) filing for Expedited
Reinstatement of Benefits (ExR) or
2) through re-application for benefits.
Expedited Reinstatement of Benefits
is available to former Social Security
Disability Insurance beneficiaries
based on disability. To be eligible for
ExR, the individual’s prior entitle-
ment must have terminated due to
substantial work activity. Individuals
must not be performing SGA in the
month they file for ExR and attest
that they are unable to perform SGA
due to their medical condition. An
ExR request to have benefits started
again must be made within 5 years
(60 months) of the prior benefit being
terminated. The Extended Period of
Eligibility and ExR are both in place
as safety nets for farmers and other
beneficiaries if they should find that
they are unable to handle working at a
substantial level and need to return to
benefits.

Medicare is the medical coverage
associated with Social Security Dis-
ability Insurance. An SSDI benefici-
ary is eligible for Medicare coverage

after a 24-month waiting period from
the date of entitlement or the month
they receive their first SSDI check.
Medicare Part A (hospital) is automatic
and prcmium—frcc for disability benefi-
ciaries. Part B (medical) is voluntary at
a bcncficiary cost of $96.40 per month
(in 2009); however, low-income and/
or Mcdicaid—cligiblc individuals may
receive state assistance in paying this
cost. Medicare Part D (prescription
drug benefit) provides beneficiaries the
option to enroll in a prescription drug
plan for coverage. If'a person has a lim-
ited income, they could be eligible for
and receive the low-income subsidy
assistance (also referred to as LIS or
“extra help”) available to beneficiaries to
help with associated Part D premium,
deductible and co-pay expenses.

Extended Medicare (ExM). An SSDI
beneficiary could be eligible for Ex-
tended Medicare (ExM) if benefits are
terminated after the EPE due to earn-
ings. Extended Medicare provides up to
8 1/2 years (including the trial work
period) of premium-free Medicare hos-
pital insurance Part A coverage. Once
the ExM period is exhausted, individu-
als who remain medically disabled have
an additional opportunity to “buy-in” to

the Medicare program to maintain

Medicare coverage.

SSI WORK INCENTIVES

Social Security encourages an SSI
recipient to work by not counting the
entire person’s earned income when
they figure the person’s SSI payment
amount. Social Security does not
count the first $65 of carnings in a
month, known as the Earned Income
Exclusion (EIE). Social Security ap-
plies this exclusion in addition to a $20
General Income Exclusion (GIE) -
an exclusion that is first applied to any

unearned income that the person
may receive. Only half of the
remainder is counted when deter-
mining an individual’s countable
income. This means that Social
Security counts less than one-half
of the SSI recipient’s earnings
when they figure the monthly SSI
payment amount. For example, if
a single farmer ecarned $1,085 per
month in Net Earnings from Self

Employment (NESE), Social Secu-
rity would subtract the $20 GIE
and $65 EIE, which leaves
$1,000. The $1,000 would be
divided in half. The $500 remain-
der would be considered countable
income and is subtracted from the
current Federal Benefit Rate
(FBR) of $674 (in 2009). In this
example, (cont. on pg. 21).
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SSI WORK INCENTIVES (CONT.)

the farmer would receive an SSI pay-
ment of $174, in addition to the
$1,085 in NESE that he originally

earned.

Student Earned Income Exclusion
(SEIE) is a SSI income exclusion that
allows individuals under age 22 who
regularly attend school to exclude
from earnings up to $1,640 (in 2009)
of earned income per month (up to a
maximum of $6,600 per year, in
2009). The SEIE applies to earnings
deemed from an ineligible spouse or
parent(s) and to the joint earned in-
come of eligible couples when both
members are under age 22 AND are
working students.

Blind Work Expense (B WE). Any
SSI recipient whose primary diagnosis
is blindness, and who receives earned

income, is entitled to exclude from
that income any ordinary and necessary
expenses attributable to the earning of
income. For example payroll taxes,
meals consumed while working, trans-
portation costs or guide dog expenses
may be excluded when determining
SSI eligibility and payment amount.

Plan to Achieve Self Support (PASS)
is a SSI work incentive that is also avail-
able to SSDI beneficiaries. Persons
with disabilities are able to set aside
income and/or resources to be used to
achieve a specific work goal. Interested
and eligible beneficiaries would need
to complete a SSA-545 application
form and submit it to a SSA PASS
Cadre Specialist for consideration and
approval. The PASS application form
SSA-545 is available online at:
www.socialsecurity.gov/online/ssa-

545 html. In the state of Oklahoma,
an individual can reach a Dallas Re-
gion PASS Specialist (includes Okla-
homa) at 866-635-8697 or 405-605-
3001, ext. 3002.

EXAMPLE: A farmer could possibly
use PASS to help finance adaptive
equipment that would allow him/her
to continue farming at a substantial
level. Depending on what benefit the
farmer is receiving, the PASS can

work in several different ways.

EXAMPLES OF SSI WORK INCENTIVES

1) If a farmer is ineligible for
SSI due to excessive count-
able resources, such as a per-
sonal savings account, s/he
could write a plan to set aside
the savings account amount
into a PASS to help purchase
the adaptive technology
needed to continue farming.
The savings account would no
longer put him/her over the
resource limit to become SSI
eligible; so s/he could apply
to receive the full SSI amount
per month. S/he would con-
tinue to put a portion of his/
her countable earnings in the
PASS each month until s/he
had enough to purchase all
the needed adaptive equip-
ment. While the PASS is

active, s/he would receive a
monthly SSI payment and
would retain a portion of his/
her earnings to live off of each
month.

2) If a farmer were receiving
SSDI only, s/he could choose
to write a PASS to set aside
his/her monthly SSDI check
(and the countable portion of
any earnings) into a PASS
account to be used to pur-
chase the adaptive equipment
needed to continue to farm.
By setting aside the unearned
income and countable portion
of his/her earned income,
s/he could then be eligible to
apply for and receive the full
monthly SSI amount to pay
for monthly 1iVing expenses.

3) Ifa farmer were receiving
both SSDI and SSI benefits, s/
he could set aside the SSDI and
a portion of his/her countable
earnings in a PASS account to
be used to finance the needed
equipment. The farmer would
then become eligible to receive
the full SSI payment, plus retain
the rcmaining portion of any
carnings, to cover monthly liv-

ing expenses.

In each of these examples the
farmer could apply for an ATF
or AFP loan and use PASS funds
to make their monthly payment.

Also, in each of these examples,
the farmer would remain
resource eligible because the

(cont pg 22).
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EXAMPLES OF SSI WORK INCENTIVES (CONT.)

funds in the PASS account
are not counted as a resource
for SSI eligibility. S/he
would also remain categori-
cally eligible for Medicaid and
have future access to con-
tinuation of Medicaid through
1619(b).

When considering using a
PASS, remember many farm-
ers are married with a spouse
carning off the farm income
which might impact SSI
eligibility. There is also
potential that farmers would
have outstanding loans that
prohibit them from meeting
monthly living requirements
if they were to pursue use of
a PASS. When PASS is
considered, it is important to
work closely with the PASS
Cadre due to the complexities
of each individual situation.

Section 1619(b) provides for
continued Medicaid eligibility
for individuals whose earned
income is too high to qualify
for a SSI cash payment, but
are not high enough to offset
the loss of Medicaid or pub-
licly funded attendant care.

Property Essential to Self
Support (PESS) is an SSI
provision which allows indi-
viduals to exclude certain
resources that are essential to
their means of self-support
when determining their
resource eligibility for SSI.
To be eligible for SSI a per-
son must have countable re-
sources below $2,000 for a
single person or below
$3,000 for a couple. Under
this provision all of the re-
sources that a farmer would
acquire to be used for their

farming business would be
excluded when calculating
their SSI resource eligibility,
because the property would
be used in the business or
essential for self-support.

SST & SSDI WORK INCENTIVES

Impairment Related Work
Expenses (IRWE) applies to
both SSTI and SSDI. Social
Security deducts the cost of
certain impairment-related
expenses that a person needs
in order to work, from their
carnings when determining if
the person is performing sub-
stantial gainful activity or
SGA. Examples of impair-
ment-related expenses are
items such as a wheelchair,
certain transportation costs,
medication co-pays and spe-
cialized work-related equip-
ment. The items/services

must be paid for by the indi-

vidual and not reimbursable
from other sources. During
initial eligibility for both SSI
and SSDI, and on an on-going
basis for SSDI, the cost of
IRWE expenses are deducted
from gross earnings in calcu-
lating SGA. For the SSI pro-
gram, the cost of an IRWE is
subtracted from the person’s
carnings in calculating their

monthly cash benefit.

Un-incurred Business
Expense refers to a self-
employment business support
that someone provides to a

person at no cost. Social

Security deducts un-incurred
business expenses from a per-
son’s net earnings from self-
employment (NESE). Exam-
ples of un-incurred business
expenses are (1) a Vocational
rehabilitation agency gives a
rancher a computer that is
used to keep track of his/her
financial record keeping; and
(2) the friends and neighbors
of a disabled farmer volunteer
their time to assist the farmer
in harvesting his/her crops and
refuse to be paid for their
help. For an item or service
to qualify as an un-incurred

(cont pg 23).
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SSI & SSDI WORK INCENTIVES (CONT.)

business expense, it must be an
item or service that the IRS would
allow as a legitimate business
expense if it were paid for. One
way to identify an un-incurred
business expense is if the Internal
Revenue Service does not allow
you to deduct the cost for income
tax purposes because someone
provided the item or services cost-
free. Social Security does not
deduct un-incurred business
expense from earnings when
figuring a recipient’s SSI payment

amount.

Subsidies and Special
Conditions . "Subsidies" and
"Special Conditions" refer to
supports a person receives on the
job that could result in that person
receiving more pay than the actual
value of the services performed.
Social Security deducts the value
of subsidies and special conditions
from a person’s earnings when
they decide whether the person is
working at the SGA level. Social
Security does not deduct subsidies
or special conditions when figur-
ing a person’s SSI payment
amount. Following are examples
of subsidies and special conditions:

e A person receives more
supervision than other work-
ers doing the same or a simi-

lar job for the same pay.

e A person has fewer or simpler
tasks to complete, than other
workers who are doing the
same job for the same pay.

e A person has a job coach or
mentor who helps them
perform some of their work.

Unsuccessful Work Attempt is
an effort by a disabled individual

to do substantial work that either
stopped or produced earnings below
the Substantial Gainful Activity level
after 6 months or less because of: 1)
the individual's disabling condition,
or 2) the elimination of the special
services or assistance that the indi-
vidual needed in order to work.

Protection from medical Continu-
ing Disability Reviews (CDR)
(http://www.ssa.gov/disability
research/wi/ cdrprotection.htm).
The Social Security Administration
reviews disability cases periodically
to see if the person with a disability
still meets SSA disability require-
ments. SSA performs two types of
reviews, a work review and a medi-
cal continuing disability review.
Under a work review, SSA looks at
carnings to determine if an individ-
ual is eligible for monthly benefits.
A medical CDR determines if an
individual is meeting the medical
requirements to qualify for and
receive disability. If the person does
not meet the medical requirements,

SSA may stop the disability benefits.

Ticket to Work. The Ticket to
Work program is a Social Security
program designed to provide
beneficiaries options to receive
vocational rehabilitation services,
employment services and/or
support services from an Employ-
ment Network (EN) of choice.

The benefit of assigning one’s ticket
to an EN is that SSA will not
conduct medical Continuing Disabil-
ity Reviews while the individual is
making satisfactory progress towards
achieving their self-sufficiency goal.
This affords beneficiaries the oppor-
tunity to work and transition off of
benefits, reducing the fears of being
found medically improved. It also

allows rehabilitation agencies and Em-
ployment Networks the opportunity to
receive payments from Social Security
for the services they have performed
when a beneficiary meets milestones
along their road to self-sufficiency.

Section 301 provides for a continua-
tion of SSI and/or SSDI benefits to an
individual who is determined to be
mcdicaﬂy recovered during a medical
CDR. To qualify for continued
benefits under Section 301, an individ-
ual must be actively participating in
either an approved State or non-State
vocational rehabilitation program prior
to the CDR, and SSA must determine
that the completion of the program, or
its continuance for a specified period of
time, will increase the likelihood that
the individual will be permanently
removed from the disability roles.
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SECTION RECAP

e Social Security Work
Incentives have been
used successfully
with clients receiv-
ing VR/VS and
Oklahoma AgrAbil-

ity Services. In one

example, a farmer

with a spinal cord
injury was able to continue to have Medi-
care health insurance and receive his
disability income during his vocational
rehabilitation program, as well as use the
incentives of Property Essential for Self-
Support (PESS), Impairment Related
Work Expenses (IRWE), Un-incurred
Work Expenses, and Trial Work Period
(TWP) to successfully return to work as a
farmer over an extended period of time.

In another example, a farmer purchased a
new work truck with a hydraulic bed in
order to add additional equipment like a
seated mechanical man lift, powered cube
feeder, diesel fuel tank, and round bale car-
rier to make it possible to do multiple
work tasks from one vehicle. The cost of
the truck was deducted from his income
earnings for Social Security purposes as
PESS. Meanwhile, the added equipment
was considered IRWE’s since they were
needed to participate in work secondary
to his disability, and also be deducted from
his income earnings for Social Security
purposes. Additionally, the services and
goods purchased through Vocational
Rehabilitation were considered Un-
incurred Work Expenses since they were
paid for by VR/VS and were necessary to
support his working.

Another Cxampic of an Un-incurred Work
Expense or Unpaid Help might be the
volunteer hours of labor provided by
neighbors in order to get his wheat
harvested until he is able to do so himself.
Having Trial Work Period months avail-
able also ensures there is time to imple-

ment and use new strategies and assis-
tive technologies that is crucial in
determining whether a farmer or
rancher will be able to continue
operating the farm.

Certainly, without the benefits of work
incentives, transition back into success-
ful employment and ending depend-
ency on disability income would not be
possible for many people. It is vital to
assist a client in identifying work incen-
tives that will assist in maintaining a
source of income while the client is
attempting to return to employment
and self-supporting income.

Oklahoma AgrAbility can assist with
identifying work incentives that clients
on SSDI or SSI may be cligible for
when rcturning to farming and ranch-
ing, and ultimately enhancing the
services vocational rehabilitation is able
to provide.

OTHER RESOURCES

Additional information on the above
work incentives, including definitions,
manual references and/ or individual
assistance can be found at:

Social Security Online,

Work Incentives — General Information:
(http://www.ssa.gov/
disabilityresearch/wi/

generalinfo. htm#work)

Social Security Administration’s
Program Operations Manual System
(POMS) (https:/ /secure.ssa.gov/
apps10/poms.nsf/ partlist! OpenView)

The POMS is a primary source of
information used by Social Security
employees to process claims for Social
Security benefits. The public version of
POMS is identical to the version used
by Social Security employees except
that it does not include internal data

entry and sensitive content instruc-

tions.

Social Security Handbook, a basic
guide to Social Security programs (a
plain language format for use by the
public): (http://www.ssa.gov/
OP_Home/handbook/ssa-hbk.htm)

Social Security’s Guide to Employment
Supports, also known as the Red Book,
is an SSA publication that provides
definitions, explanations, and practical
examples of the use of work
incentives. The Red Book can be found
at (http://www.ssa.gov/redbook/
index.html)

Oklahoma Work Incentives Planning and
Assistance (OWIPA) — a SSA funded
program that provides work incentive
and planning services to individuals
who receive SSDI and/or SSI bene-
fits. Contact the National Center for
Disability Education and Training,
Norman, OK at 405-325-8130 or toll
free at 866-608-8873.
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OKLAHOMA RESOURCES FOR AGRI-BUSINESS

Oklahoma has several key agri-business agriculture like direct marketing of examples of the types of resources
resources that may be instrumental in farm products, agritourism, or indus- found in Oklahoma.
implementing the IPE of a client. try forecasting. This chapter is not

These resources range from tradi- meant to be an exhaustive

tional large commodity agriculture to resource of all available agricultural

innovative entrepreneurship in niche business resources, but serves as

CAREER TECH-BUSINESS & INDUSTRY SERVICES (B & 1)

Small businesses and entreprencurs can  business owner a step-by-step program structured markets.
expand and grow stronger by takin for creating and growing a successful

P & g Y & . & & g The website for Career Tech Business
advantage of these services: business. .

and Industry Services can be found at:

Self-Employment Training - offers Oklahoma Bid Assistance Network - http:// www.okcareertech.org/ main/
professional assistance and guidance to provides marketing and technical busind.htm.
persons interested in starting a new assistance to Oklahoma businesses
business in Oklahoma. interested in selling products and

services to federal, state and local

11 Busi Manag - offers th
Sma usiness Management - otters the govcrnmcnts and other highly

CARFER TECH-AGRICULTURAL BUSINESS MANAGEMENT (ABM)

ABM provides customized based business. The main Oklahoma are an approved and
business management education to  objective of the Agricultural preferred provider of Farm
adults involved in agriculture and Business Management program Service Agency borrower
related business in Oklahoma. A is to help agricultural families training.
curriculum of agricultural business achieve their business and family o
. . . . The website is:

classes is available at multiple goals through improved

. L www.okcareertech.org/aged/
locations throughout Oklahoma. management, organization, and .

. . .. . ABM_index.htm.

This program combines classroom  efficiency practices. The key
experience with practical applica-  component of successful
tion to help Oklahomans improve =~ management is decision analy-
the skills they use in managing sis. Agricultural Business
farm, ranch, and agricultural- Management programs in

INSTITUTE FOR DISPUTE RESOLUTION-OKLAHOMA
AGRICULTURAL MEDIATION PROGRAM (OAMP)

OAMP is the USDA certified rectly affected by the actions of and agricultural credit issues.
state mediation provider for the ~ USDA resolve disputes. Author- OAMP can also assist rural
State of Oklahoma. OAMP is ized by the Agricultural Credit Oklahomans with resolving a
housed at the Institute for Dis- Act of 1987 and Oklahoma stat- wide variety of issues that affect
pute Resolution at Oklahoma utes, mediation is an effective way  their daily lives. OAM