Services for the Blind and Visually Impaired
Business Enterprise Program

The Randolph-Sheppard program is one of the longest running and most successful employment programs for legally blind individuals in the United States.  Signed into law in 1936, the Randolph-Sheppard Act provides employment opportunities to qualified blind people through the operation of vending facilities in federal buildings.  Legislators revisited the Act in 1954, expanding its applicability to federal properties (previously buildings).  Additional amendments in 1974 clearly established a federal-state relationship and created a process by which priority was given to blind vendors (managers of the businesses).  The 1974 changes also include management functions once thought to be beyond the capability of blind individuals to include snack bars, troop dining on military installations and other opportunities.
The intent of the Randolph-Sheppard Act and the Business Enterprise Program is to foster independence and self-sufficiency among blind and visually impaired individuals who are interested in pursuing businesses in vending and/or snack bar entrepreneurship.  Most facilities are small classic “mom and pop” operations with an owner-operator and perhaps one or two additional employees.  Nationally, these constitute about 90% of the slightly more than 3,000 facilities.  0.5% of the facilities have over 25 employees.  In Oklahoma, an example of a large, troop dining facility is Ft. Sill.
Currently the Oklahoma BEP has 16 active Licensed Vendors and approximately 250 separate locations.
We have a training program for potential new Licensed Vendors beginning mid-May.  The training program will be 12 weeks and will consist of classroom work and hands-on training from multiple experts in the field (DRS staff, Health Dept, current Licensed Vendors, restaurant owners…).  
To enter the training program a person must first be a DRS client.  The client works with their counselor on program information and then requires the client to pass an extensive pre-assessment in the areas of computer and assistive technology skills, independent living skills and a vocational evaluation that includes repeated physical demonstrations by the client of typical vending route tasks.  Once a client passes this process the client, counselor and BEP staff work closely to move the client to training and then through all steps necessary to become a Licensed Vendor.
DRS BEP Positions:  
Project Manager; BEP Operations Coordinator (vacant/announced); Business Manager (vacant/announced); Vending Facility Consultants (3 filled, 1 vacant); Vending Operations Manager (vacant/re-announcing); Vending Technicians (3 vacant, announced); Administrative Assistant; APO/Training Specialist; Galt temp warehouse (2)


Statutory authority for administration of the Randolph-Sheppard program: 
Randolph-Sheppard Act, as amended [20 U.S.C. 107 et. seq.], and the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, as amended [29 U.S.C. 701 et. seq.]). Other regulatory guidelines which also impact the Randolph-Sheppard program are contained in 34 CFR Part 361 which governs the state vocational rehabilitation programs. The most applicable guidelines can be found in 34 CFR 361.50 and 34 CFR 361.72.  34 CFR 361.72 authorizes the state licensing agency (SLA) to utilize Section 110 funds in providing management services to BEP facility operators as Congress does not appropriate funds under the Randolph-Sheppard Act to administer the BEP.
Program instructions from the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) require that each SLA develop rules and regulations governing the implementation of the Randolph-Sheppard Act in its state. In addition, most states have "mini" Randolph-Sheppard Acts which entitle trained licensed persons who are legally blind the same opportunities under state law that they have under federal law. They give licensed managers first priority managing facilities in state buildings.
Oklahoma Statutes Title 7 sections 7-71 through 7-78 relate to the guidelines for granting priority in state and county buildings to licensed blind managers for snack and vending services.  

















The following article was written by LaShanya Nash and published in Caregiver Magazine about Licensed Vendor, Billy Rogers and his wife Annie.  I want to include the article to give the personal story and impact of the program.

Nash, LaShanya.  “Oklahoma Our Great State.”  Caregiver Magazine, Issue 20, April/May 2022, pp. 8-13.
Oklahomans have a lot to be proud of in our state programs and the Oklahoma Department of Rehabilitation Services Business Enterprise Program is a long-standing hidden gem.  What an honor to showcase this program and how it continues to positively impact lives today.
Through the federally enacted Randolph-Sheppard Act of 1936 and Oklahoma State Statute Title 7, DRS’ Services for the Blind and Visually Impaired operates the Business Enterprise Program.  BEP provides employment opportunities for people who are legally blind by assisting them in becoming Licensed Managers and establishing food service operations across the state.    These operations may consist of vending machine routes, cafeterias or a variety of different types of snack bars.  To accomplish this, BEP aids entrepreneurs by providing extensive business training, licensing business owners, locating and equipping locations, securing initial inventory and offering ongoing business consultation services.  BEP entrepreneurs are educated in the areas of food safety, hospitality, marketing and business management.  A portion of each business’ proceeds is paid to DRS to help support the program.
I had the pleasure of sitting down with Billy Rogers, Licensed Vendor, his wife Annie, who is also his driver and assistant, along with Greg Nelson, OKDRS BEP Business Consultant to discuss how the program works, insight on a typical day in their lives and to my surprise, the Rogers’ personal story of meeting and falling in love.
After hearing Greg Nelson give a brief overview of the OKDRS Business Enterprise Program at a networking meeting, I asked him to share more information about the BEP.  He commented, “What impresses me most about the BEP is the life-changing opportunity it provides for the blind and visually impaired to become business owners, offering them excellent training and support.  What I do daily as a consultant is incredibly satisfying.  I really enjoy being able to give back and help people.”  
The BEP is not an entitlement program.  It is an opportunity program.  It requires the skills, desire, and tenacity that any small business owner must possess to be successful.  Billy was the perfect candidate for the position; he knew the hard work and diligence his father put into owning his barbershop, but he also knew the freedom of being able to set his own schedule and prioritize his family.
Billy Rogers grew up in Bethany, Oklahoma.  Throughout his 58 years, Billy has never seen crisp detail.  As an infant, his mother noticed when she would place Billy on the kitchen floor, which was covered in a large black and white checkered board pattern, he would cry and not move from the square he was placed.  His parents recognized his behavior and how he perceived the black tiles to be a void of unknown depth he could fall into.  At two years of age, Billy was diagnosed with congenital near-sighted macular degeneration.  He was fitted with glasses that aided him throughout his school years.  Billy remembers,  “even with glasses I would have to go directly to the blackboard and have to be very close to see it.”  
Billy held many interesting jobs; he worked repairing tractors, working for a large private school in Oklahoma City doing repairs, general maintenance and grounds keeping.  He worked with the FAA through a disability program assisting in the training program for radar air traffic control students.  He enjoyed fixing and repairing anything he could get his hands on from engines to building computers and went to college obtaining credits along the way.  Billy even drove a car but in 1995 his vision had deteriorated to the point where driving was “just too scary. I was afraid I was going to hit a child or I was going to have an accident that I didn’t want to have. I didn’t want to harm anyone.”
Billy has always been very active in his church. While talking with a friend from church, mentioned he wanted to find a nice Christian lady and give love another try.  His friend told him about his friend Annie.  Annie lived on the other side of the world in Beijing, China. They began emailing and communicating by phone in 2003.  They had a connection immediately. Billy traveled to China to meet Annie in person. They found the love they had only dreamed of in one another and married in January of 2004.  Billy, through laughter, recounted, “Beijing was a total shock to me.  The people and cars just went in all different directions, you have to have your head on a swivel. I’m lucky I didn’t get run over.”
While working at the FAA a co-worker mentioned to Billy he should find out more about the BEP.  The cafeteria at the FAA building is one of the many, over 250 locations, that Licensed Vendors operate throughout the state. At the time Billy was considering his options with his vision continuing to deteriorate. He had to make some tough decisions about whether to go back to college for 2-3 more years in his 40’s or what he was going to do to support himself and his expanding family.  He decided to find out more information about BEP.  The program would allow him to receive the training and provide him an opportunity to become a Licensed Vendor.  He talked it over with Annie and she said, “Go for it!”
Annie began making plans to prepare for her new life in Oklahoma.  Annie had owned multiple businesses in China.  She knew she had to have a job when she finally made it to her new home in Oklahoma.  Billy was in training to become a Licensed Vendor at that time.  She decided to take the training course necessary to obtain a license to become a barber in China then after she arrived here she studied diligently overcoming her language barrier and took the Oklahoma exam for her license and worked in the Rogers family barbershop.
Having lived in Beijing, one of the most densely populated megacities in the world, all of her life with over 21 million people compared to almost 4 million in the state of Oklahoma; Annie only enjoyed the tranquility of nature when a car was rented for a weekend trip to the countryside.  Oklahoma was like heaven on earth to Annie. “I love it here. All the wide-open space, the peace and quiet, the freedom I now have in America is so very different from living in a repressive communist country.  The people here are so caring and friendly!”
Billy’s first location was the snack bar in the Oklahoma Department of Health and Human Services building.  For over 10 years he managed, with Annie’s assistance, that site location.  When the opportunity came available to have a vending route, Billy decided he wanted the freedom to move around and set his own schedule.  He along with Annie and another employee currently attends to the vending machines in 50 locations around the OKC metro.
Billy and Annie Rogers are a fascinating and engaging couple.  They shared their homme with foreign exchange students for 6 years along with Billy’s 2 children and Annie’s child both from their first marriages.  They laughed reminiscing over the first few years of their life together in Oklahoma.  Billy commented that humorously, “it was sure enough interesting in those early days.”  Billy and Annie are both talented artists.  Annie is a painter and Billy is a musician playing the guitar and harmonica.  They have a shared interest in horticulture and holistic medicine.  Their passion for life, helping others, and living a purpose-driven life is very inspiring.  They are artistic, passionate, extremely personable, very entertaining and witty.  They are full of love for the Lord, each other, their family and life.
After having the privilege of meeting with Billy, Annie and Greg at the Oklahoma History Center, which is one of Billy’s vending locations, the OKDRS BEP is a state program all Oklahomans can take pride in.  I was so impressed at the spirit of teamwork and mutual admiration between them all.  The Rogers commented on how Greg “goes the extra mile to help answer our questions, troubleshoot issues with vending machines and make sure we have the support we need to be successful.”  Greg stated that “Billy has a positive attitude, is hard working, he cares about his equipment making sure his machines are maintained and stocked.  He takes pride in what he does.  He and Annie make a great team.”
If you are in a Federal or State building, museum or hospital it is very likely the vending machines and snack areas are managed by an OKDRS Licensed Vendor.  When you purchase a drink or snack from them you know your money is going to support a hardworking Oklahoma small business owner that is blind or visually impaired.  It is a great way we can give back to our great State.
https://issuu.com/betterwithageok/docs/caregiver_issue_20_0422
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