To the members of EOHHS:

My name is Ewa-Maria Brancewicz.  I live in Westfield, MA and am a registered voter.  I work in Springfield, MA at the Stavros Center for Independent Living (CIL) as a Deaf Community Advocate for the DHILS Program (Deaf & Hard of Hearing Independent Living Services).

I have worked at Stavros for over 8 years.  I have a Bachelor’s Degree.  However, I am not making the fair market wage for my position because there isn’t enough funding being granted to Stavros for wages.  I work at Stavros with the deaf & hard of hearing community because they our services to become independent.  The problem is I cannot continue to work at this job if this level of pay continues.  Stavros has been level funded for quite some time.  There are only two Deaf Advocates on staff in Western Massachusetts that cover three counties: Hampden, Hampshire and Franklin.  The low salary means there is high staff turnover and it means that it is very difficult to hire new staff.  This fact also hurts our consumers.  I volunteer a lot of my own personal time but cannot continue.  My work schedule is supposed to be 35 hours a week, yet I tend to work at least 60 to 90 hours per week.  I need to focus on my family and health otherwise I just can’t continue to work as a Deaf Advocate for our deaf & hard of hearing customers.  I realize I can’t be there for all customers.  The DHILS programs throughout the state are SHORT staffed.

The funding that Stavros receives from MCDHH is for 4 staff members: one full time Deaf Community Advocate, one full time Deaf Director/ Advocate, one full time communication facilitator/ clerical support and one part time Hard of Hearing specialist outreach.  That amount allocated to Stavros has not kept up with the cost of living increases.  However, the cost of living (food, gas, health insurance, etc.) keeps rising every year.

I am advocating increasing funding to MCDHH for the DHILS programs so that customers are provided with the resources that are so desperately needed.  Please support the agencies.

It is time to focus on the DHILS programs.  The deaf & hard of hearing community is continually growing and rely on the DHILS services very much.  They know where to turn to for advocates, peer counseling, skills training, etc. to help them feel empowered, build self-esteem and become independent.  They are doing pretty good with the DHILS services.  If the services were not available, these customers would have no one to turn to, no support, resources, information and so on.  I would hate to see this!
Please consider increasing the line item for funding to MCDHH, specifically the DHILS programs in Stavros and the Western Mass. area.

Thank you for taking time to listen to my testimony.

Sincerely,

Ewa-Maria Brancewicz

Deaf Community Advocate

Transcribed by Samantha Thomas, EOHHS

