Exploring the Systematic Restoration of SSA Disability Benefits and Application for Vocational Rehabilitation Services for Inmates with Disabilities Exiting Texas Prisons and Jails
Inmates receiving Social Security benefits have their payments and medical benefits suspended until they are released. Those who are receiving SSI will have payments stop after 30 days in prison or jail with termination of benefits after one year. (https://www.ssa.gov/pubs/EN-05-10504.pdf)
If benefits were only suspended, they will be able to restart their benefits very quickly. If they had benefits terminated or are newly eligible, they will have to undergo the full application process and have their disability determined. (https://www.ssa.gov/pubs/EN-05-10504.pdf)
Benefits can be expedited through pre-release programs arranged by institutions in collaboration with the Social Security Administration (SSA). Since 2005, Texas Correctional Office on Offenders with Medical or Mental Impairments (TCOOMMI) under Texas Department of Civil Justice (TDCJ) entered a MOU to provide the pre-release support services. Inmates can get assistance from their Special Needs Case Manager in applying for new benefits or reinstatement of benefits up to 90 days before their release. (https://www.ojp.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/211989.pdf)
To get this service, inmates must be referred to the Medically Recommended Intensive Program (MRIS) which covers people with disabilities as well as the elderly. Within MRIS, there is the Special Needs Offender Program (SNOP) which specializes in supporting individuals with disabilities. The MRIS program has a set of steps with procedures outlined for each. Part 6 focuses on pre-release and Part 7 on release of inmates. For state jail sentenced individuals, they are referred to the TDCJ Community Justice Assistance Division (CJAD) for similar pre-release and release procedures. (https://www.tdcj.texas.gov/documents/rid/TCOOMMI_PGP_0104_MRIS.pdf)

Questions:
1. Please help the committee understand how MRIS ties everything together. When the individual with a disability is approved for MRIS, they will be assigned to a Special Needs Case Worker. Are they staff working inside the prison to help them manage their eligibility for release? When the individual is released under probation or parole, how does SNOP get extended for these? Will they work with the same case worker?

2. If the inmate is approved for release while their application is still pending due to lengthy delays with SSA, how does that affect the release procedure?

3. Is TCOOMMI tracking how many inmates qualify for MRIS and SNOP services? Is there a way to track how many case workers are complying with the requirement to assist with the SSA application? As a comparison: There is a MOU between TDCJ with HHS and DSHS in which the inmate would be referred to the appropriate programs up to 60 days prior to release. However, these referrals have not been happening. How is TCOOMMI ensuring MRIS compliance with MOU requirements?

4. Is Social Security the only opportunity for collaboration with ensuring successful reentry? Is there a way that TCOOMMI can do something similar with Texas Workforce Vocational Rehabilitation Services? This can be done through entering a MOU with applications potentially processed up to 60-90 days prior to release. 

5. The collected information is for state jails and prisons. How are those who are released from local city and county jails getting similar supports?


