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Charlie Hammerman:  Thank you to everyone who made it here today.  Thank goodness the Washington contingent was able to make it in yesterday with the night's weather and it is just great that we are able to get everyone together in the same room, despite any weather constraints.  

As you see, we are going to sit around the table, to be able to have an open discussion.  Peter is going to introduce some speakers, give some remarks, and then create a roundtable discussion from that.  If you are going to participate, which of course we encourage everyone to do, we do remind everyone, as you can see, we are having realtime live captioning.  The captioning, the technology is unbelievable.  The captioning is being thrown out, the audio is being thrown out to Chicago, while the people out in Chicago are typing and sending it right back to us.  So it is just remarkable.

The day today, obviously, does not happen without a lot of people and I am not going to go through all the thank yous right now to all the special people who have worked so hard on this.  I will thank them personally separately.  But I will tell you that this day does not get started without the incredible support of Terry Kassel, who is with us, and who is going to kick off the proceedings today, as well as Paul Critchlow, who unfortunately could not join us today, who has given us an enormous amount of support for today's program.  The folks who have worked so hard on this, obviously, are numerous, but we cannot ignore the fact that between James Schmeling and Hal Razon and June Roderick, this event does not happen without their hard work.

My little quick remarks is the fact that this is an unprecedented event, and that is not my terminology, it is what I heard at dinner last night when we were all together, from the folks coming up from Washington and otherwise.  Peter has described it that way, and I just want to give a very short and quick synopsis as to how we got to this unprecedented event.  Back in 1978, because of my father, I got introduced to a firm called Merrill Lynch, and the run from 1978 to today has been incredible both on the business side, but on this specific issue that we are dealing with today.

In 1990, I was given a wonderful gift named Stephanie who was born with a twin, and unfortunately had some complications, and today is a 13-year-old with cerebral palsy.  But we are not going to feel sorry for Stephanie because in 1993, she started at the National Center for Disability Services at the Henry Viscardi school, which, of course, started the transition of who is at this table.  Ed Cortez is here, a mentor to me, and has been terrific in terms of helping me cope with how Stephanie was going to grow up in this society.

In 1999, while working at Merrill Lynch down in what we call equity capital markets, I felt very frustrated as the father of a child with a disability, and talking to the CEO of the company and not having enough information to be well-versed enough to talk about the subject of disabilities.

Well, God gave me a gift that afternoon because I was reading The Wall Street Journal and there was an op-ed piece, and some guy named Peter Blanck was being quoted.  And of course I am the shy and retiring sort so I picked up the phone and dialed University of Iowa and two hours later, a phone call came back from Berkeley, where Peter was giving a speech, and he said, "What do you want?"  And basically, a friendship sort of built from there, and I am not going to embellish because Peter likes to tell the story better than I do.  But for four years, I have been given a real friend and been thrown into a much more educated world of this very difficult subject, while every day I live this subject with my daughter.

In 2000 was our first attempt at this meeting and we were almost there, and the business environment did not allow us to accomplish what we wanted to do, and we were not going to do this, Peter and I decided we were not going to do this unless it was going to be done perfectly.  2001, needless to say, 9/11 threw all of us a curveball, and last year was clearly a rebuilding year for us as a firm, to be able to physically get back into this building.

At the beginning of 2003, again I cannot thank Terry enough.  I went to Terry.  I asked – she has been a mentor to me as well and I said, "We need support. We need to get this done."  And as difficult as the environment was at the beginning of this year, and on the edge of going to war with Iraq, Terry said, "No, you just do it.  We will figure it out."  And that is what we have been doing for five months.  We have figured it out.  The war is over.  The business environment looks a little better.  And here we are today.

Everyone was saying thank you to me last night and I asked them to please stop because I have to thank everyone here.  This does not happen without your participation.  The response was immediate, and was overwhelming.  I cannot tell you how much I appreciate everyone's participation, and I am hoping that we are going to have a terrific day today.

Peter, you have a formal title which is the Director of Law, Health Policy and Disability, at the University of Iowa, but most importantly, I get to call you friend and I now turn the proceedings over to you.

Peter Blanck: 
Thank you, Charlie.

It really is a privilege and an honor to be with so many distinguished friends and colleagues in what in many ways is the culmination of a lot of hard work that has gone on by everybody in this room over the last several years.

Almost 15 years now again, Newton Minow introduced me to the Annenberg Foundation to lead their Disability Policies Studies Program, and in doing that, with the ambassador, he said, "civilization advances when what was perceived as misfortune is recognized as injustice."

I never forgot those words and today, along with everybody in this room, we recognize again that people with disabilities have too long been barred from board rooms, internet cafes, from work places, from school places, and a whole host of aspects of society, and as Charlie had said, five years ago, I think it was the day before the anniversary of the ADA, Charlie, I get this call, I think it was on my cell phone.  I do not know how you got my cell phone number, Charlie.  He calls me in Berkeley and says, "I want to talk to you."  And as Charlie said, that began a personal and professional relationship that is very deep and very committed.  

And this little acorn here, Charlie Hammerman, does not fall very far at all from his big oak father, Steve Hammerman, who is here to join us today, who is very much an inspiration for us all in this regard.   Who decided being the smart banker that he is, was going to work for a dollar a year for the police department, and is probably working longer hours and having incredible impact in that job as well.  Steve is the former vice chairman of Merrill Lynch, and has been committed to this issue for years, and has mentored many people in this room.

Our message today is very simple.  Our message, as my former colleague at the Harvard Business School John Kotter has said is to empower action and vision, but make the resulting change stick.  And we want to try to do that through dialogue.  We want to try to do it not through panel discussions or talking heads at the podium, not that that is not important in different venues, but we had always hoped that this would be a direct and immediate dialogue between people affected and interested in this community.

Our task today is very focused as well.  We want to understand what we mean by corporate culture.  How corporate culture can enhance the social and economic independence of persons with disabilities.  And very importantly, how people with disabilities as employees and customers are critical to the success of the American economy.  And I know Assistant Attorney General Ralph Boyd has made this very same point when he has articulated that corporations can either view people with disabilities as legal obligations or preferably, as a market to which they can respond effectively and creatively.

So my goal is, I hope that we will enhance this dialogue today, and we have terrific leaders from a whole range of communities here today.  People with disabilities, corporate executives, governmental leaders, researchers, leaders of think tanks, and above all, as I have said, our discussions are meant to be provocative and interactive.

Now, as we begin this day, I also need to say a host of thank yous and I will not name everybody by name but clearly everybody here and everybody participating in this room was so important to pull this meeting together.  We have participants here from corporate America, from the U.S. Departments of Education, Justice, Labor, Health and Human Services, from the Social Security Administration, from the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission.  We have leaders from associations from America, Marjorie Bynum is going to be joining us.  She is the director of the Information Technology Association of America, with whom we work.  We have Andy Imparato here, who decided to have his, he is the Chief Executive Officer of the American Association of Persons with Disabilities, and his board is meeting today, and he has decided as chair of that board, or as leader of that board, to run that meeting from here by conference call so he could participate today.  And Andy, we are very pleased that you are here.

We have leaders from the National Down Syndrome Society, members of the New York, of a New York Independent Living Center, and of course we have scholars in organizational behavior from the Yale School of Management and Economics, from Rutgers University, psychology, rehabilitation studies, disability studies, education, law.   And, as part of our effort to merge research and practice, our research center, which is in large part funded by the U.S. Department of Education, has commissioned papers by many of these leading scholars to put together proceedings which will perhaps distill some of the ideas today, so that we can go beyond the boardroom and implement many of these ideas we have discussed.

We all know we have come here today because of the importance of these issues cannot be underestimated as Charlie has said, and they cannot be postponed.  The unemployment rate for persons with disabilities, the high unemployment rate, continues to translate into vast economic and social disparities and economic losses and social losses to this country.

Corporate America employs about two-thirds of all workers, and we believe is one avenue among many for social change.  And, I and others have tried to document in my prior work with Sears Roebuck, Manpower and other large and small businesses, change and inclusion and diversity can occur for sound business reasons.  Change is also supported, as we see by the people around this room, by education, support for transition to school, to work, the enforcement of civil rights laws, the creation of economic incentives and programs that support self-sufficiency, choice, and independence that we have.  Martin Gerry here who is from the Social Security Administration, Deputy Commissioner, who will talk about those issues as well today.

So each of you here today has something important and unique to contribute, and my hope is that today will begin a discussion.  It will raise many more questions than we answer here today, and I very much look forward to this conversation.  And I applaud you for your participation and commitment to these issues.
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