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By MEGAN HARRIS

FARMVILLE — October is Disability Awareness Month and the Piedmont Regional Disabilities Service Board (PRDSB) wants you to be aware and informed about how the local board assists those with disabilities in the surrounding communities.

“We do good stuff,” said JoAnn Torrence, a member of the board from Lunenburg County, during the recent September meeting.

The board’s next meeting is scheduled for December 15 and is open to the public.

The regional board meets in the Department of Rehabilitative Services building in Farmville and is made up of members from Amelia, Buckingham, Charlotte, Cumberland, Lunenburg, Nottoway, and Prince Edward.

“We make people aware of the Americans with Disabilities Act and the programs that are out there,” Jonathan Pickett, the board’s chairman, told The Herald when referring to the board’s overall mission.  “We are an advocate for the disabled…”

For instance, if a problem is found on a sidewalk in the Town of Farmville, according to Pickett, the board informs the Town regarding what can be done to resolve the issue—and that is the same for any of the participating counties.

“…That is fairly inexpensive to fix a curb spot,” Pickett said while noting an example. “It makes a big difference.”

The PRDSB was created in 1993, according to Melody Foster, who serves as a staff representative on the board, as a result of a Virginia mandate that called for all counties to create a disabilities service board.

As part of the mandate, counties had the option to either join together as a region or create their own.

As a result, the seven participating counties banded together and created the PRDSB.

Throughout the past few years as part of Disability Awareness Month, the board has held workshops dealing with business and disability etiquette.

“In 2003, the PRDSB decided that it wanted to also make a difference in the community for persons with a disability in a bigger way rather than just being an advocate,” Ms. Foster explained in information provided.

The board’s main activity involves finding temporary fixes and securing funds to provide long-term solutions to community member’s disability needs.

Such things as sidewalks, ramps, wheelchair lifts, and scholarships are all a part of the boards continuing work within each county.

“For instance, we have put ramps up for people,” Ms. Torrence said referring to the most asked about request and continued, “…I think it would be nice that the public knows that we actually do good stuff.”

The regional board requests and receives funds from the participating local counties each year in order to provide support for the chosen projects.

“While the funding from counties began as small as $250 annually it has now increased to $750 annually,” Ms. Foster stated.  “The PRDSB has been very proud to be able to fund local projects.”

The board is notified of potential projects through “word of mouth” and also by the participating counties’ Department of Social Services.

“Most of the projects have been funded due to the fact that the beneficiary could not receive funds in other traditional ways and so to speak had fallen through the cracks,” Ms. Foster stated.

To date, the board has provided over $11,000 to fund local projects for those with disabilities, according to a provided project listing.

Sidewalks have been built, ramps have either been bought or built, chair lifts have been purchased, and scholarships have been given to those in need within each of the participating counties since the board was organized.

Recently, the board also provided a $1,500 donation to Heartland Horse Heroes in Prince Edward.  The newly created program provides therapeutic horseback riding for persons with disabilities.

As far as the criteria needed in order for the board to assist a person with a special need, Pickett explained that the projects are looked at on a case-by-case basis.

“…We have done a few projects and have a history to go by,” Pickett said.  And if the entire project cannot be funded the board “certainly” will give what it has from its budget to help.

Today, the board is in the process of purchasing a set of ramps that could be given out as a “temporary fix” to provide assistance to a person with a disability.

As part of that process, the board is seeking volunteers, whether they are individuals, civic organizations, or church groups, to help with setting up ramps and assisting with other projects when needed.

“We can always use volunteers,” said Pickett.  “Whether they donate the materials or do the work, a list of willing volunteers is good to have.”

As part of creating awareness, the members would like to create new brochures related to what the board can do for individuals in each county who have a disability.

A Spring Event

The board is right now in the beginning stages of planning a disability awareness event for early spring as an upcoming community project.

The board is currently working with a comedian and motivational speaker to come locally and speak to citizens regarding disabilities in March.

“Between now and our December meeting,” Ms. Foster noted during the last board meeting, “I will try to pin down where we can have it.”

The board requested that the program be held at Hampden-Sydney College, Longwood University, or Southside Virginia Community College in the hopes of having students attend as well.

For more information regarding the Piedmont Regional Disabilities Services Board or to receive information about how to become a volunteer contact Melody Foster at (434) 392-6104.

