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‭CLEMENTS:‬‭Welcome to the Appropriations Committee.‬‭My name is Rob‬
‭Clements. I'm from Elmwood and represent Legislative District 2, which‬
‭is Cass County and eastern Lancaster County. I serve as chair of this‬
‭committee. We will start off by having members do self-introductions,‬
‭starting with my far right.‬

‭SPIVEY:‬‭That's me. Good afternoon, everyone. I am‬‭Ashlei Spivey,‬
‭District 13, which is northeast and northwest Omaha.‬

‭LIPPINCOTT:‬‭Loren Lippincott, District 32.‬

‭ARMENDARIZ:‬‭Christy Armendariz, District 18, northwest‬‭Omaha and‬
‭Bennington.‬

‭DOVER:‬‭Robert Dover, District 19.‬

‭DORN:‬‭Myron Dorn, District 30.‬

‭STROMMEN:‬‭Paul Strommen. District 47. It's 9 counties,‬‭makes up the‬
‭Panhandle.‬

‭PROKOP:‬‭Jason Prokop, District 27, west Lincoln and‬‭Lancaster County.‬

‭CLEMENTS:‬‭Assisting the committee today is Cori Bierbaum,‬‭our‬
‭committee clerk. And to my left is our fiscal analyst, Clint Verner.‬
‭Our pages today are Demet Gedik and Wesley Earhart, UNL students. If‬
‭you're planning on testifying today, please fill out a green testifier‬
‭sheet located in the back of the room and hand it to the page when you‬
‭come up to testify. Online position comments must be submitted on the‬
‭Legislature's website by 8:00 a.m. the day of the hearing to be‬
‭included in the record. If you have submitted a comment online, we ask‬
‭that you not testify in person today. If you will not be testifying‬
‭but want to go on record as having a position on a bill being heard‬
‭today, there are yellow sign-in sheets at the entrance to my left.‬
‭These sign-in sheets will become exhibits in the permanent record‬
‭after today's hearing. To better facilitate today's hearing, I ask you‬
‭abide by the following procedures. Please silence your cellphones.‬
‭Move to the front chairs to testify when your bill or agency is up.‬
‭When hearing bills, the order of testimony will be introducer,‬
‭proponents, opponents, neutral, and closing. When we hear testimony‬
‭regarding agencies, we will first hear from a representative of the‬
‭agency. Then we will hear testimony from anyone who wishes to speak on‬
‭the agency's budget request. When you come to testify, please state‬
‭and spell your first and last name for the record before you testify.‬
‭Be concise. We request that you limit your testimony to 5 minutes or‬
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‭less. When you begin your testimony, the light on the table will be‬
‭green. When the yellow light comes on, you'll have one minute‬
‭remaining, and the red light indicates you need to wrap up your final‬
‭thought and stop. Questions from the committee may follow. Written‬
‭material may be distributed to the committee members as exhibits only‬
‭while testimony is being offered. Hand them to the page for‬
‭distribution when you come up to testify. If you have written‬
‭testimony but do not have 12 copies, please let the page know so they‬
‭can make copies for you. With that, we will begin today's hearing with‬
‭Agency 18, Department of Agriculture.‬

‭[AGENCY HEARINGS]‬

‭CLEMENTS: N‬‭ext, we have LB654 from Senator Murman. We'll open a‬
‭hearing for LB654.‬

‭BEN EARHART:‬‭Good afternoon, Chair Clements and members‬‭of the‬
‭Appropriations Committee. My name is Ben Earhart, B-e-n E-a-r-h-a-r-t,‬
‭on behalf of Senator Murman. He sends his regrets. He has another bill‬
‭going on at the same time. Today, I have the privilege to introduce‬
‭LB654, which seeks to appropriate funds towards the Department of‬
‭Agriculture's AgrAbility program for assistive technology. AgrAbility‬
‭is a program that helps empower farmers and ranchers with disabilities‬
‭through a collaboration of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the‬
‭University of Nebraska, and Easterseals Nebraska. The goal is to allow‬
‭farmers and ranchers with a disability or health condition to continue‬
‭the work that they know and love. If you go to the AgrAbility website,‬
‭you'll find a number of inspiring stories of farmers who, for example,‬
‭were involved in a car accident, and for a while, they had lost that‬
‭ability to continue to work. When they were connected with AgrAbility,‬
‭they were able to receive that assistive technology, and then they‬
‭were able to get back to the career they knew and loved. This‬
‭appropriates $300,000 for the next 2 years, which I would consider a‬
‭relatively low cost when the result is a program that provides farmers‬
‭with the dignity of taking care of their crops and livestock. This is‬
‭also the same amount of funds appropriated in the past. AgrAbility,‬
‭AgrAbility is not seeking any increase in funding. To conclude, I'm‬
‭glad to see this has already made it in the governor's preliminary‬
‭budget, and Senator Murman would urge your support on the bill.‬

‭CLEMENTS:‬‭Are there questions?‬

‭DORN:‬‭I just-- thank you.‬

‭CLEMENTS:‬‭Senator Dorn.‬
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‭DORN:‬‭Thank you, Senator Clements. Thank you for being‬‭here. And just,‬
‭just, just for clarification on the first page there, when you said‬
‭$300,000, that's for each of the next 2 years, not $300,000 for the 2‬
‭years.‬

‭M. CAVANAUGH:‬‭Chair, Chair, we're not supposed to‬‭ask staff questions.‬

‭DORN:‬‭Oh, well, I was just asking clarification.‬

‭M. CAVANAUGH:‬‭I know, I know.‬

‭BEN EARHART:‬‭I'm happy answering it. It's--‬

‭M. CAVANAUGH:‬‭I know you are, but we're not supposed‬‭to ask.‬

‭CLEMENTS:‬‭Oh. You're right. OK. Thank you.‬

‭DORN:‬‭Sorry.‬

‭M. CAVANAUGH:‬‭We can ask you afterwards.‬

‭DORN:‬‭You don't have to answer it.‬

‭CLEMENTS:‬‭We will--‬

‭M. CAVANAUGH:‬‭Sorry.‬

‭CLEMENTS:‬‭Let-- let's look at the bill. If you look‬‭at the fiscal‬
‭note, it shows $300,000 in fiscal '26 and $300,000 in fiscal '27. I‬
‭think that would answer the question.‬

‭DORN:‬‭And I, I-- and I knew that. I was just trying‬‭to make sure that‬
‭we had the right clarification there.. that-- because when I read‬
‭that, it said $300,000 for the 2 years, and I knew the fiscal note and‬
‭everything. That's what all-- sorry about that.‬

‭M. CAVANAUGH:‬‭We just don't want to have him on the‬‭record saying‬
‭something he wasn't supposed to.‬

‭CLEMENTS:‬‭Oh, thank you for that reminder. That, that‬‭is true. That's‬
‭the policy. And so thank you for your testimony. And we now invite‬
‭proponents for LB654. Please come forward.‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭Senator Clements and members of the‬‭Appropriations‬
‭Committee, my name is Emily Jacobson, E-m-i-l-y J-a-c-o-b-s-o-n. I am‬
‭here today in support of LB654. I am the Nebraska AgrAbility program‬
‭manager, but I speak to you as-- today as a Nebraska citizen and‬
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‭lifelong member of Nebraska's agricultural community. I currently,‬
‭currently reside in Boone County, where my husband and I run an‬
‭agricultural repair business, as well as raise our family. With roots‬
‭in Madison County, we remain active in our family farming operations.‬
‭My background is I hold a master's degree in occupational therapy and‬
‭have worked for Easterseals Nebraska within the Nebraska AgrAbility‬
‭program now for almost 10 years. This program helps individuals to‬
‭overcome limitations and prevent secondary injuries through assistive‬
‭technology recommendations. Examples of assistive technology can be‬
‭found in the additional information that was provided to you today.‬
‭Nebraska AgrAbility is a program that is grant funded through the‬
‭USDA-NIFA, and its purpose is to assist farmers, ranchers, and‬
‭agricultural workers with disabilities or disabling health conditions.‬
‭It helps individuals to continue to work in agriculture by producing‬
‭resources, supports, and assists-- access to assistive technologies‬
‭for modifications. You should note that our national grant does not‬
‭allow us to purchase any assistive technologies that we currently make‬
‭recommendations for, which is the purpose of this bill. The fund that‬
‭we have created now, through Easterseals, Nebraska is called the‬
‭Agricultural AT Fund. The Ag AT Fund seeks to provide grant funding‬
‭for farmers and ranchers who experience a disability or a medical‬
‭condition, and need assistive technology items to remove barriers and‬
‭improve functional limitations in the workspace. In-- since we have‬
‭received grant fundings-- excuse me, legislative funding, since 2021,‬
‭we have served over 33 farmers and ranchers with assistive technology‬
‭that has allowed them to continue actively being a part of their‬
‭operation. I'm going to stray a little from my letter, but a, a farm‬
‭story for you to take a little, take a little debrief. One of our‬
‭clients has now been in Merrick County. A young farmer/rancher in--‬
‭about 30 years old now. He had a spinal cord injury. And he comes from‬
‭a large family feedlot operation, and his family wanted him to be--‬
‭continue to be a part of that. He utilized AgrAbility services and‬
‭used some state services to get assistive technology, and he is now‬
‭used to funds through this assistive technology fund to continue to‬
‭grow his operation. And for some of you that may not think that's‬
‭really awesome, this last year, he was able to go off his‬
‭disability-based state benefits. So he is now a productive member‬
‭because of this program. And he continues to provide, in taxes and‬
‭things like that, back into Nebraska's econ-- economy, which I think‬
‭is really showing how tax-friendly this is and how important it is to‬
‭provide producers, so they can continue to overcome those limitations.‬
‭We see a need to find assistive technology for Nebraska farmers and‬
‭ranchers with disabilities. We continue to always look for matching‬
‭grants and other outside organizations to supplement for funding of‬
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‭assistive technology. Nationally, it's estimated that for every dollar‬
‭spent on assistive technology for a farmer or rancher with a‬
‭disability, there's an approximate $10-15 return in future taxes paid‬
‭by keeping them employed. And we're right now, working with the‬
‭Colorado AgrAblity program to upgrade those numbers, so if in the‬
‭future we need new numbers, we can have those drafted. I want to thank‬
‭Senator Murman for believing this project and believing that our‬
‭farmers and ranchers with disabilities can make a difference with a‬
‭bit of assistance. This bill like is, is known as-- to serve as a‬
‭contingency, as it's also included in the governor's budget for the‬
‭Department of Agriculture. I want to clarify that we are not‬
‭requesting any additional funds, only pursuing the current $300,000‬
‭per year. Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this proposal,‬
‭and I'll be happy to answer any questions that you all may have.‬

‭CLEMENTS:‬‭Senator Armendariz.‬

‭ARMENDARIZ:‬‭Hi. Thanks for being here.‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭Thank you.‬

‭ARMENDARIZ:‬‭I just have one question. Of the $300,000‬‭that's‬
‭appropriated, how much of it goes directly to farmers, and is there‬
‭any that goes to administrative costs?‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭There's none that goes to administrative‬‭costs. It is‬
‭all directly back through to the farmer/rancher. So in the one section‬
‭of the information that was provided to you, it gives you a breakdown.‬
‭The farmer is asked to give, in the application, up to-- they can get‬
‭up to 2 pieces of assistive technology, and they are required to‬
‭gather the quotes on that, as well as to put in a 5% buy-in on their‬
‭own dollars. So it helps us to stretch it through and allow it to be‬
‭utilized for other clients, as well.‬

‭ARMENDARIZ:‬‭OK. Thanks.‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭Yeah.‬

‭CLEMENTS:‬‭Senator Spivey.‬

‭SPIVEY:‬‭Thank you, Chair. And thank you so much for‬‭being here. I‬
‭didn't have a question. I just wanted to thank you for your work. I‬
‭think, a lot of times, we don't think about folks with different‬
‭ability statuses in these different industries and how that impacts‬
‭their day-to-day. And so I appreciate you coming to speak and, and‬
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‭give a story of like, what does the impact look like, so just wanted‬
‭to thank you.‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭Thank you very much.‬

‭CLEMENTS:‬‭Senator Prokop.‬

‭PROKOP:‬‭Thanks for being here. Question. I saw you‬‭have-- I think, in‬
‭your PowerPoint, you have the University of Nebraska Extension listed‬
‭as one of the project partners. Can you talk a little bit about how‬
‭that relationship works?‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭Absolutely. So being that it's grant‬‭funded through‬
‭the USDA-NIFA, we have to have a partnership collaboration in the‬
‭state, and that is UNL Extension and then Easterseals Nebraska, so‬
‭they say your land-grant university and a nonprofit. Every state is‬
‭obviously going to be set up a little bit differently. Our extension‬
‭team takes care of the education proponent of what we do, educating,‬
‭creating educational programs for farmers and ranchers to talk to them‬
‭about safety measures, improved measures to keep actively growing‬
‭their operation, and they do generalized, just like workshops, so‬
‭things like that. And then our Easterseals gets pass-through funds‬
‭that then we do all of the service. So I'm the one doing the‬
‭farm-based assessments with our farmers and ranchers throughout the‬
‭state and making sure that we provide those technologies and find them‬
‭the right pieces to grow that.‬

‭PROKOP:‬‭Thank you.‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭Yeah.‬

‭CLEMENTS:‬‭Senator Cavanaugh.‬

‭M. CAVANAUGH:‬‭Thank you. Did I hear you say that some‬‭of your funding‬
‭is USAID?‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭USDA-NIFA.‬

‭M. CAVANAUGH:‬‭Oh, USDA. OK.‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭--which is the National Institute‬‭of Food and‬
‭Agriculture.‬

‭M. CAVANAUGH:‬‭Yeah. Sorry. So you're funding-- currently,‬‭your federal‬
‭funding is still coming through.‬
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‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭Yes, ma'am.‬

‭M. CAVANAUGH:‬‭OK.‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭Every 4 years, we reapply for that‬‭grant.‬

‭M. CAVANAUGH:‬‭OK.‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭So-- and it sits at the bottom of‬‭the farm bill.‬

‭M. CAVANAUGH:‬‭OK. Thank you.‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭You're welcome.‬

‭CLEMENTS:‬‭Senator Lippincott.‬

‭LIPPINCOTT:‬‭The farmer that you mentioned, that lives‬‭near Palmer,‬
‭right?‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭You're correct. Yes.‬

‭LIPPINCOTT:‬‭Yeah, just to the south of Palmer a couple‬‭miles.‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭Yes. Yes.‬

‭LIPPINCOTT:‬‭I think his mother testified here last‬‭year.‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭Very possible, yes.‬

‭LIPPINCOTT:‬‭And I think they've got a website with‬‭a YouTube video‬
‭that is absolutely-- it's professionally well-done. It describes this‬
‭entire program. It shows the results of it, and it's very touching.‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭Thank you.‬

‭LIPPINCOTT:‬‭Do, do you know what that website is--‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭So--‬

‭LIPPINCOTT:‬‭--and their names?‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭His name would be William Meyer, and‬‭he would be-- the‬
‭Bader family feedlot is the feedlot that he works for, in Merrick‬
‭County. And those would be-- they're all on YouTube. The one that I‬
‭think you're probably referring to the most, though, is through‬
‭Corteva Agriscience. They developed a video on him. And it talks‬
‭about, obviously, them using their seed and things like that, but it‬
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‭shows how he has overcome his limitations through that. And there's‬
‭also my-- a video with him through the Nebraska State Vocational‬
‭Rehabilitation System Services, as well.‬

‭LIPPINCOTT:‬‭William Meyer?‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭William Meyer.‬

‭LIPPINCOTT:‬‭Yeah, I've got his number.‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭OK.‬

‭LIPPINCOTT:‬‭Thanks.‬

‭CLEMENTS:‬‭Other questions? I had-- would you repeat‬‭the, the cost‬
‭share that the farmer has to put in on equipment is what?‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭We give-- we ask that they at least‬‭put in 5% of their‬
‭own dollars for the assistive technology. If they can give more, we do‬
‭ask that of them. But we understand that having an, an injury or an‬
‭illness, illness is already a large buy-in for them, because medical‬
‭equipment is not cheap. And so, we want to make sure that we keep it‬
‭in with restraints for what they can utilize, as well.‬

‭CLEMENTS:‬‭OK. Thank you.‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭You're welcome.‬

‭CLEMENTS:‬‭Seeing no other questions, thank you for‬‭your testimony.‬

‭EMILY JACOBSON:‬‭Thank you for your time.‬

‭CLEMENTS:‬‭Is there anyone else wishing to testify as a proponent of‬
‭LB654? Seeing none, anyone here in opposition? Is anyone-- any neutral‬
‭testimony on LB654? Seeing none, we have, we have letters. We have 8‬
‭proponents for the record, no opponents, none in the neutral capacity.‬
‭And that will conclude the hearing for LB654.‬

‭[AGENCY HEARINGS]‬

‭CLEMENTS:‬‭That concludes Agency 52, and that concludes‬‭our hearings‬
‭for today. We are adjourned.‬
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