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	Governor’s Committee on People with Disabilities (GCPD)
Policy Development Proposal

	Issue Description: 
Teacher Retirement System of Texas (TRS) is supposed to serve a senior population which has a greater prevalence of dementia and, yet, TRS has no real practical safeguards in place to ensure these vulnerable, mentally disabled members can navigate the lengthy, convoluted retirement process in a timely and equitable manner.  The agency’s leadership and public-facing employees seem to have no training in making reasonable accommodations for individuals with mental disabilities, let alone awareness of ADA-compliance issues.  TRS spends an inordinate amount on all sorts of superfluous things, but when it comes to providing tangible, timely service to its members, it has always been lacking.  Postal mailed communications are mandatory yet that is often lost or left unprocessed for months or years.  Long hold times on the telephone are common and no call back from supervisors happen when often requested.  Just read the volume of terrible reviews online when anyone Google searches the agency to see the perspective from Texas teachers and retirees, but the members with dementia are the ones that are most harmed and exploited by the agency, yet we hear the least from them because of their cognitive disability.  Their voices are silent unless they have someone advocating for them specifically to ensure the retirement process is not needlessly burdensome and completed quickly so that these Texas teachers can have the dignity of getting the retirement benefits they have earned.

	The policy proposal will require a change in:
Administrative Policy ☒ Agency Rule ☒   State Law  ☐
New Law ☐  Other (e.g. public awareness campaign, etc.) ☒
Describe: If it requires a change in agency rule or state law, link to the rule or law.  TRS cited “Texas Government Code section 824.002” as the basis for continued denial of retirement benefits for a person with a mental disability, implying that section of state law supersedes US constitutional protections under the 14th amendment, title II and III of the Americans with Disabilities Act and other federal civil rights laws when it comes to anti-discrimination and equal/equitable access to services. 

	Explain how this is a common/frequent issue.
This is a systemic problem, as TRS is supposed to serve over 1.6 million Texans, nearly half million of whom are elderly and retired.  One in every nine people over age 65 have Alzheimer's and when you add in all other forms of dementia and other mental disabilities, the number of affected individuals grows significantly and will continue to rise.  This is the very population TRS is supposed to serve and provide reasonable accommodations for, and yet, TRS engages in passive and active forms of discrimination against this vulnerable group of people by denying them access to their earned benefits, shirking its fiduciary responsibilities, and continues to behave badly and unapologetically when the organization is made aware of its problematic practices.

	Link to additional information:
If GCPD staff are aware of research, state law, rules, news articles or any other relevant background information insert those links.

	Identify GCPD Issue Area(s) affected: 
Accessibility

	Describe the proposed policy or legislative solution: 
How should this issue be addressed? Is there a need for a new program or changes to an existing one?  TRS needs an independent audit/assessment of how it processes benefits for this group of people.  It is well known, for example, that its entire system is paper-based, forcing people to physically mail in paperwork, then wait around for physical mail responses and then these correspondences often get lost or remain unprocessed.  There are public complaints that have been going on for years that Texans have had to send the same paperwork to TRS repeatedly.  Everything should be electronic, for starters and there should be internal, automatic checks done that deploy safeguards and flag problems for swift solutions.  There needs to be actual customer advocates that are empowered to help TRS retirees navigate through this process which needs to be simplified for everyone involved so that vulnerable people don’t fall through the cracks.  These pension annuity payments are very small to begin with and depriving elderly Texans of them for months and years is harmful to their financial health and has knock-on effects elsewhere.

	Legislative History:
Were similar bills filed in the past- either in Texas or in other states? What prevented its success? Link to that legislation if possible. 

	Explain the feasibility of this recommendation: 
The most successful policy proposals are practical, specific, and able to be supported by many different stakeholders. What successes and difficulties do you anticipate encountering?  If a broad, introspective audit/assessment is done of TRS’ policies and practices, it should lead to equal and equitable access to earned retirement benefits for thousands of Texans every year.  Having a disability rights expert (or independent committee with retirees, members, legal experts, etc.) installed in the organization to review how things have transpired should be an easy first step to help force change on TRS since the entrenched veteran leadership has run that organization horribly for many decades and will seemingly never do better since they have been happy with the status quo.

	List any known cost factors (fiscal note). Show calculations.
While this is not required, providing cost information can be helpful.  This process of investigation, auditing, assessing things at TRS should not cost much—the salaries of the mid-level and upper level management should be reduced, anyways, for the subpar or downright poor performance TRS has done as an organization compared to other large public pension plans worldwide.  

	State agency(ies) affected by proposal:
Teacher Retirement System of Texas
Click or tap here to enter text.
Click or tap here to enter text.

	Stakeholder groups likely to support this proposal:
Teachers, retirees and basically most Texans with a conscience
Click or tap here to enter text.
Click or tap here to enter text.

	Stakeholder groups likely to oppose this proposal: 
TRS leadership who have perpetuated these problems for decades
Click or tap here to enter text.
Click or tap here to enter text.

	Describe how affected groups will be impacted by proposed solution(s) (i.e., cities, counties, businesses, employers, etc.):
TRS spends an inordinate amount on all sorts of superfluous things, but when it comes to providing tangible, timely service to members, it has always been lacking.  Postal mailed communications are mandatory yet often lost or left unprocessed for months or years.  There’s long hold times on the telephone and no call back from supervisors when often requested.  Just read the terrible reviews online when anyone Google searches the agency.

	Recommended for GCPD policy recommendations:   Yes  ☐   No ☐
MOTION: GCPD staff use only
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