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[Claire Stanley]
Hi, everybody. Welcome back to another episode of the ACB Advocacy Update. This is Claire Stanley, the Director of Advocacy and Governmental Affairs here at ACB, and really excited to talk about the 2026 Annual Convention. And more specifically, kind of the advocacy sessions that we had at convention. So before I jump in, just always want to remind all of our listeners, if you have any advocacy needs, please reach out to us. That's what we're here for. You can reach us at advocacy@acb.org. Um, but I'm really excited. I will let them introduce themselves, but you should recognize these two voices we have in our very own advocacy and accessibility team here today, Grace and Brian. So, Grace, do you want to go first and just recap who you are?
 
[Grace Hart]
Absolutely. Hello, everyone. My name is Grace Hart, and I am the Operations Administrator for Advocacy and Accessibility here at ACB.
 
[Claire Stanley]
And Brian?
 
[Brian Kempfer]
And my name's Brian Kempfer, and I'm legal counsel at ACB.
 
[Claire Stanley]
Awesome.
Well, we had our 2026 annual ACB convention. It was in St. Louis, Missouri this summer. Very fun. But Brian and Grace, I know it was the first annual convention for both of you. I'm sure you're still catching up on your sleep. It's always a lot of fun, but it's a go, go, go experience. So do you both want to just talk about what was your experience like? I wanted to say, did you enjoy it? But I hope the answer is yes. But Grace, how did you enjoy convention? What was your experience like?
 
[Grace Hart] 
I had a really good time at convention. Um, I specifically really enjoyed meeting all of the people who I've had the privilege of, like, communicating with over email. Um, over these past few months, it was nice to put faces to names, and I got a lot of, Oh, I see your name in my inbox all the time. Like, yes, excellent. You read my emails. But, yeah.
 
[Claire Stanley] 
I know, there's…There's something about putting real people to names that we hear on the phone or see on our email all the time.
 
[Grace Hart] 
Yes, exactly. And attending all of the incredible sessions was also a real highlight.
 
[Claire Stanley] 
That's wonderful. Brian, how about you?
 
[Brian Kempfer]
I, I, I also had a lot of fun, um, and I, I think, I think my takeaways are very similar to Grace's, um, although, uh, I didn't, I didn't get recognized as much from my emails, but from the fact that I'm new and new legal counsel, um, but it was, it was, it was great to meet a lot of folks from ACB put, um, some names to the, uh, faces to the names that I've been hearing, and also, um, I was… I I really enjoyed the variety of panels that I got to. I got to sit in on and learn a lot. I took a lot of notes, so it was a it was a it was a great it was a great experience, both personally getting to meet the folks at ACB and also professionally learning a lot of new stuff.
 
[Claire Stanley] 
Yeah, I can tell everybody both Grace and Brian are very skilled note takers, so they both got that going for them. Um, so Brian, you participated on one of the panels that I was fortunate to be a moderator for, specifically to let our members know who are listening. We did a panel about the Americans with Disabilities Act during the convention on July 26th. It was the 36th anniversary of the signing of the Americans with Disabilities Act. We had a really cool panel of three attorneys, both practicing and retired, who have all touched the ADA law in some capacity in their career. You guys talked about what it was about, where it's been over the last 36 years. Um, can you talk about your experience on that panel? Were there any highlights that you can kind of take away from that?
 
[Brian Kempfer]
Oh, yes, uh…I… I… the… the pan… the panel was a little bit over an hour, so I'm not gonna be able to cover everything.
 
[Claire Stanley]
Yeah, absolutely.
 
[Brian Kempfer]
And I don't want to pretend like I will, but I do think there's a couple of things that are worth talking about and taking away from the panel. And as you said, Claire, I'd say that, what our discussion kind of fell into three buckets. Um, it's, uh, what… what impact the ADA had, kind of like a history and, uh, backward-looking. Um, focus. A… a focus on, like, what are the major challenges we're seeing in the legal landscape going forward? And then the… the third kind of, um, is…in addition to what sort of legal challenges we see, what legal changes we'd like to see in addition to the ADA.
 
[Claire Stanley] 
Mm-hmm.
 
[Brian Kempfer] 
And I think that the first bucket, I think most of the discussion would prob… we covered a lot in there, but I think the stuff that, like, stuck with me is… we kind of… we went right after the…VSA panel, so, um, we… I know I picked up, and I think my co-panelists also picked up on some of the interesting data that they shared, and I'll let you talk about them, so I'm not gonna steal your thunder. But I do think that the kind of major challenges that we're seeing are kind of in two fields. One of them is just the, um… problem with accessibility on web and mobile devices. Um, and that… and I don't think that this will surprise our members at all, that that's a major issue that we're facing right now. But I think Matt and Chris did a great job. Matt Hanley and Chris Bell, who are my co-panelists, did a great job of describing the issues with web accessibility. And one of the biggest issues that I think a lot of people. Don't appreciate as much is that, um…It's not a static thing.
 
[Claire Stanley] 
Yeah.
 
[Brian Kempfer]
Every time a website updates or or a mobile application updates or drops. There's the potential that if we get accessibility gains, it might be broken or might go away
 
[Claire Stanley]
Yeah.
 
[Brian Kempfer] 
So that it's not just. a one-and-done, we bring a lawsuit, or we engage in advocacy, and it's fixed for eternity. It's something that we need to keep, keep an eye on, and that's one of the things that, like, our membership can help us out a lot if they see an issue to let us know, because, I mean, we'll probably come across some of them eventually, but the earlier we know about it, the earlier we can address those issues.
 
[Claire Stanley]
Absolutely.
 
[Brian Kempfer]
And I'm talking a lot because there was a lot in the panel and I was very excited about it. But I do want to just hit on the kind of recommendations for additional legislation on top of the ADA.
 
[Claire Stanley]
It would, yeah.
 
[Brian Kempfer] 
Chris, Matt, and I suggested, and I mean, these won't be new to people who listen to the advocacy update and follow what ACB's been doing, because a lot of these are issues that have been coming up. Like, Chris made a really good point about how, um, improving damages provisions, um, including, uh, increasing the cap on damages for employment claims, uh, can better incentivize companies to come into compliance and also incentivize private law firms and actors to bring cases to ensure accessibility. Matt pointed out that we really need to do more legislative work to make it clear, because some courts disagree, that obviously the protections of the ADA extend to websites and mobile applications. And also extend the exposure of companies that are actually doing the design work on those mobile applications and websites to make sure that they have the incentive to build it right the first time.
 
[Claire Stanley]
Yeah.
 
[Brian Kempfer] 
Um, and then my, my, um, contribution to the list was, um, it's, it's, it's time to improve, uh, paratransit.
 
[Claire Stanley]
Mm-hmm.
 
[Brian Kempfer]
And modernize it to take account of the fact that we do live in the 21st century, and we do have mobile devices and a lot more infrastructure that we can invest in to make paratransit much more user-friendly and usable, uh, than it currently is in a lot of… in a lot of jurisdictions. Um, but those were my major takeaways, and like I said, I didn't want to steal your thunder on the, um, VSA panel that we had with Jason Eckert, because I… I thought there was some really good information that we got from that, and I want to…Hand it over to you, Claire, to talk about that.
 
[Claire Stanley] 
Yeah, absolutely. Thank you. I was smiling as you were talking, Brian, because you were talking about how websites can always be broken. And so I was going to say, wow, Brian, you have job security. Then when you were talking about how we need new legislation, I was going to say, Wow, Grace and I have job security, so I guess we're all good. 
But in all seriousness, yeah, we had a really great panel that was put on by, like you said, Jason Eckert from VisionServe Alliance. Jason Eckert is a great colleague of ours. Scott and I meet with him on a pretty regular basis. If persons aren't familiar, VSA is kind of a trade association for a lot of the different blindness service groups like the lighthouses, etc. We get to do a lot of advocacy work with them. 
So, Jason came to talk about what we call the big data project. The first time I heard that, I was like, what data? It's a kind of a fun name, but the big data project is something that VSA carried out quite a few years ago, and they're constantly looking to kind of reassess the data, the big data, but they really have looked at a lot of just helpful statistics on what blindness is and how it impacts persons who are blind or have low vision, especially in the employment realm. So, for instance, looking at what percentage of persons who are blind or low vision are unemployed. And it was a really fascinating conversation because, for instance, I think one of the statistics we all bat around all the time is something like 70% of persons who are blind are unemployed. But if you really start to dig deep, none of us even know where that number comes from, or it hasn't been updated in years and years and years, so we just kind of use it. But there's no real place to point to where it comes from. So then the question is, is that even accurate? Is it timely? That kind of thing. And so the big data project has really looked deep to start to unpack some numbers and get new numbers. But I think the biggest takeaway for me from Jason's presentation was, is that, well, one, I am not a statistician, and two, I don't fully understand statistics, because he really brought out some really good takeaways about how numbers can be...I don't want to say deceiving, but, you know, numbers don't always say what you think they're going to say. For instance, some of the numbers that he pointed to about the unemployment rate might not necessarily show that it is 70% of blind and low vision persons are unemployed, that the numbers might say other things, and that the numbers that we have access to might not be able to lend enough information to give us an accurate number. So I think that was the biggest takeaway for me from Jason's presentation, is that we have a lot of statistics on how many people are blind, how many people are unemployed, etc, but that once you start to really unpack the numbers, they're not as definitive as we might want them to be. You know, for instance, he talked about the number of people who were surveyed to even point to how many people in the US, period, are blind or low vision. And the fraction of people who were surveyed is such a small number compared to the general population of the US, that is it even an accurate number to say how many people are blind or low vision? Probably not. And so I think for me, just the biggest takeaway is that we have some really helpful numbers to point to when we're doing advocacy, but at the same time, we don't necessarily have, like, accurate numbers, which for me, as somebody who goes to Capitol Hill all the time and is trying to bring statistics to make our point, it's both helpful and infuriating at the same time to know that trying to find those helpful numbers, um, can be, can be both hard to point to. Um, so it made me want to do more research, find more people to go out there and do more research, and really start to unravel these numbers. But I think at the same time, it also helped me realize that getting those concrete numbers. It's really, really difficult. So it was really fascinating. There is access to the statistics through the Big Data Project. They also exist at a state level, but there are costs for some of the statistics that come out of it just because it is research that needs funding. So we'd encourage anybody at your state level, if you're doing advocacy, to try to get access to those numbers because they can again really help but also knowing that when you start to unpack the information, it's not necessarily as black and white as we think it is. So, yeah.
 
[Brian Kempfer]
And just to chime in, Claire, that one of the ways that that information can help at the state level is in that just showing your representatives and your regulators that this is, in fact, a population in their community that they need to take notice of, and it's something that is important for them to use resources to address the needs of the population, because sometimes it's just…people… without… without a… without a specific number of constituents that are affected by a policy, it… it gets… it gets hard to advocate for… for…that type of implementation, which I'm sure you can speak to more than I can on that, but it does give you… arm you with some information to bring to legislatures to work on passing policies that are important.
 
[Claire Stanley]
Absolutely. We see that all the time when we're on Capitol Hill. Congress members and their staff will say, well, how many people within my jurisdiction are blind or low vision or receive SSI or are unemployed, et cetera, et cetera. Yes, those statistics are so important. So, even though they can be hard to grapple with, it's something we're always seeking to find and have access to. 
Um, so Grace, we're gonna turn to you. Um, one session that the advocacy team has done for many years now is what we affectionately call Advocacy Boot Camp. Um, we want to empower our members to learn how to advocate, whether it be at the state or federal level, whether it be through the three branches of the government, whether it be through more informal things like social media or other forms of media. So can you talk a little bit about your experience? First and foremost, I should say thank you for running that session with me. I really enjoyed it. So were there any highlights you'd like to share?
 
[Grace Hart] 
Well, I'll say I also really enjoyed, uh, running that session with you, Claire. It was a blast. I was very nervous, but, uh, I think we… we got through it. 
 
[Claire Stanley]
You did not show it.
 
[Grace Hart] 
Oh, thank you, thank you. Um… In terms of highlights, I really appreciated all of the participation from the people who were both in the room and on Zoom. It's a lot more, I think, engaging when we as presenters can interact with the audience and actually, or hopefully, answer the questions that they have, or kind of tailor the presentation to what people seem to be more interested in.
 
[Claire Stanley]
Mmhm.
 
[Grace Hart] 
So I really enjoyed that presentation aspect of it. And I think we did, uh…We certainly went through all of the branches of government, even if perhaps they are not the most, you know, receptive to our advocacy at the moment.
 
[Claire Stanley] 
And, uh, shout out to Brian for being our candy passer-outer. That was wonderful, so thank you, Brian.
 
[Grace Hart] 
Yes, 10 out of 10.
 
[Brian Kempfer] 
Thanks.
 
[Grace Hart] 
So, Claire, you helped facilitate a panel of representatives from the telecommunication and broadcast world. How did you feel about the panel, and were there any major takeaways for you from what they presented on?
 
[Claire Stanley] 
Absolutely. So ACB has been really fortunate to develop relationships with a lot of the major players in telecommunication and broadcasting. I was going to say for instance, but I'll name them all because I would hate to leave any of them out. But we had our panel, we had Verizon, AT&T, and um… T-Mobile, excuse me. So we had those three major players, as well as a fourth presenter who is part of the National Association of Broadcasters. So they were all really able to speak to telephone services, cable services, all those kinds of things that is such imperative in our world today. We all use our phones for everything we do and we take them everywhere we go. These companies, I've been really impressed working at ACB and having these relationships to see how they are accommodating the blind and low vision community in a whole myriad of different ways, whether it be making the sign up process more accessible. Whether it be having access to services in a more accessible way. One company even has a teaching service now that is open source for all other outside entities to learn how to make their services accessible. All that to say, it's just been really great for ACB to have those conversations. One, so that we can share accessibility needs, but two, so that when our members come to us and say, hey, I can't access A, B, or C, we're able to have those relationships. 
Also with that, I really thought it was great that our members who participated in the session were able to just ask questions. All of our panelists were not shy to allow our members to take Q&A from our participants. Some of them were pummeled more with questions than other companies, but they were all so respectful to take different questions. Our members are not shy about asking real questions about policy and accessibility and things like that, and I was just very impressed that the companies were able to just respond in kind. And if they didn't know an answer, they took note of that and have reached out to us since convention to find ways to talk about it. For instance, I'll give one example, one of our great colleagues from Verizon had never heard about BlindShell before, the phone provider, and so he reached out and said, let's have a conversation, I want to learn more about this. So again, I think that my big takeaways were, one, I think it's just great to see those ongoing relationships with those companies so that we can work on policy together and services together. And then two, just how, um, engaged our members are in asking the real questions and, you know, pointing out the good and the areas that need improvement. So, yeah.
 
[Grace Hart]
Definitely.
 
[Claire Stanley]
So, Brian, you had the opportunity, and I'll use the word opportunity, I hope you thought of it that way, um, to speak to General Session. We have a great opportunity where our advocacy team each year at General Session, at Convention, uh, where we get to go before all of our members, whoever attends General Session, as well as those online to talk about all the advocacy work, which fits in multiple buckets. And so, as our legal counsel, we asked you to talk a little bit about some of our pending, um, lawsuits that are going on. So, just tell it, how did you feel about going, standing behind that podium? On the dais, talking to General Session, what was it like? Um, I hope you enjoyed it, but we know it can be a little intimidating. Can you talk about your experience?
 
[Brian Kempfer]
Oh, it was fun. It's it's it's it's it's a different experience for me just from my my prior practice. Usually when I was working giving… giving reports and stuff. It was either internal… internal to the firm, or to a small group from clients. So, uh, getting… getting an opportunity to public speak on a larger scale is always fun. I… I… I enjoy it. Um, it's… it's something that, uh, I've… I've been…I've trained a lot to do, and hopefully did pretty well, just because I did a lot of mock trial in undergrad, and the one thing that you learn very quickly if you're going to do an activity that requires you to present on that level is you, you, you, you lose your shyness a bit. So, um, uh, but it, it was, it was, it was a, it was a lot of fun to get up there and, and, uh, and, and speak, uh, to the membership.
 
[Claire Stanley]
That's great. I mean, that's the thing, right? We are a membership organization, and so we are here, um, in our jobs, regardless of what we do, to serve our members. So, um, even though we might be a little shy sometimes, um, it's, you know, I think it's a privilege for us to be able to speak to our members. So, absolutely. Um, so for both of you, we did a fun thing this year that we haven't done in the past, and that was just a quick little… I think we did it for 20 minutes. We had four of our staff members come up and answer some fun lightning-speed questions, because, we had four new staff members who had never been to convention before. Brian and Grace, of course, as well as Diana Leonard and Caitlin Lee. We just had a fun little time getting to know our new ACB national staff. Um, we asked some fun things, like your past, or some professional things, I should say, about your past employment, but also some fun things about, you know, favorite foods, etc. How did you guys feel about that? Did you enjoy it?
 
[Grace Hart] 
I definitely had a blast. I always think when you can get a large audience to laugh, that rush of like, dopamine that comes in is unmatched.
 
[Claire Stanley] 
I like that, the dopamine, I like that.
 
[Brian Kempfer]
Oh yeah, it was fun. It was fun. It was fun both because the audience was obviously enjoying some of the stories and also I got to know some of my colleagues a bit better.
 
[Claire Stanley] 
Um, if people weren't there, I encourage you to, um, reach out to Caitlin Lee. We all learned some pretty fun things about Caitlin Lee and our development team.
 
[Brian Kempfer] 
Yes, definitely.
 
[Claire Stanley]
Awesome.
Um, well, to both of you, is there anything else you wanted to talk about, you know, as we just look back on convention from 2026?
 
[Brian Kempfer] 
Um, I… I… I'll… I'll add a little bit. Um, I…I mentioned this at the beginning. It was great to meet people. One of the things that I didn't touch on as much is it was also great to meet some of the ACB staff that I hadn't gotten a chance to interact with in person before, because we're a little scattered, and and a couple of different offices and different, and some people working remotely. So it was a really great experience to meet the staff and hear about all the good work that they're doing both where it intersects with advocacy work, and also just what they do working with membership, because a lot of it's really neat. And just as a point of like just the convention being fun, Ihad a great time in St. Louis. Um, I, um, I had a list of, uh, food places that I got to check off, um, and got… and Grace and I got some great, uh, St. Louis barbecue, so that… that… that was a highlight, and I also, um, I… I am a…I am a very big history nut, so the fact that we were right across from a historic St. Louis courthouse, and I got to sneak away from convention for a little bit to go get a tour of that was a lot of fun as well.
 
[Claire Stanley] 
I love that.
 
[Grace Hart]
Brian, I've been dreaming about that brisket that we had.
 
[Brian Kempfer] 
Oh, it was so good.
 
[Grace Hart] 
In terms of just general recapping convention, I really appreciated that even if, you know, members weren't… Like I didn't meet them at the advocacy session specifically. There were so many opportunities to meet people outside of those advocacy sessions, whether it be like in the exhibit hall or the March to the Arch, which was so fun. Very warm, but very fun. Um, just, the banquet, there were so many different, uh opportunities to meet new people and, uh, introduce myself and be engaged with, uh, everyone, and I really appreciated all of those opportunities.
 
[Claire Stanley]
I love that. I'm so glad that you guys had a great experience at your first annual convention and hopefully the first of many more to come. Well, thank you again to both of you and hopeful that many of you listening were able to attend convention either in person or virtually. Keep listening as we talk about more advocacy that we do in the future. And Brian and Grace, we always like to end our show by telling everybody to keep advocating.
 
[Brian Kempfer] 
Keep advocating.
 
[Grace Hart]
Keep advocating.


