¢

Seizures on the Job are not Conducive to Work for
Former Paterson Mechanic

PATERSON

Robert worked as a chef,
mechanic, and caterer for
many years until 2008,
when his diabetes and
seizures prevented him
from continuing, and he
had to apply for SSI.

“A few times, |
was downtown, |
felt one coming
on. All | remem-
ber is waking up

in the hospital

with no wallet,
no keys, no
nothing.”

¢

Robert Vasko in Trenton after providing testi-
mony about the need for Legal Services.

y the time Robert was in his
B late forties, his diabetes had

progressed to the point of caus-
ing complete blindness in one eye and
partial blindness in the other. He began
relying on a cane to get around. The
limitations caused by the diabetes,
combined with those of his seizures,
prevented him from even being able to
take public transportation to get to an
appointment, for fear of a seizure-re-
lated injury or worse. “A few times, |
was downtown, I felt one coming on.
All I remember is waking up in the
hospital with no wallet, no keys, no
nothing. It's a tough town, Paterson.”

Eventually, after suffering a seizure on
the job, the car dealership where
Robert had been working decided to
let him go, and he began to work more
sporadically for local gas stations.
These smaller employers were some-
what more understanding and tolerant
of Robert’s condition, but they did not
offer any full-time or longer-term
work, and so, at the age of 48, when
he applied for Social Security disabil-

ity, he did not meet the recent earnings
test required for eligibility, despite
many years of recorded earnings. With
funds dwindling, and facing the real
threat of homelessness, Robert turned
to the General Assistance (welfare)
program to make ends meet. At the
same time, he applied for Supplemen-
tal Security Income (SSI), the disabil-
ity program for those without a work
history.

“Four years ago, I applied for General
Assistance, and they said, ‘For you to
get any kind of rent assistance, you
have to get a Legal Aid lawyer and
apply for Social Security.”” He was re-
ferred to Legal Services of New Jersey
for help with his application.

While waiting for his claim to be ap-
proved, Robert received rental assis-
tance through the Board of Social
Services, to keep him from becoming
homeless, and a cash benefit of $74 a
month. He also received $200 a month
in food stamps. Unfortunately, there is
a 12-month time limit on rental assis-
tance, and he was unlikely to have his
disability claim approved that quickly.
Over 60% of applicants are denied SSI
disability at the initial level, and most
initial denials are upheld at the next
level, called the Reconsideration level.
After that, an applicant can appeal for
a hearing before a judge, with the av-
erage time between an initial applica-
tion and a hearing being 811 days.

Robert was no exception. His initial
application was denied, as was his re-
quest for reconsideration. At this sec-
ond, reconsideration level, there was
apparently misinformation in the
record as to the opinion of the treating
physician—something Robert proba-
bly would never have learned on his
own. He only became aware of the
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problemt when,
after being referred
to the SSI Project
for help in appeal-
ing his denial, the
LSNIJ case handler
reviewed his Social
Security file and
identified the source
of the problem.
Robert obtained
signed statements
from his treating
physician attesting
to the fact that the
information in the
file was, in fact, in-
correct, and the
doctor then went on to offer his opin-
ion, and documentation to support it,
that Robert did indeed meet the Social
Security standard for disability.

The administrative law judge who
heard Robert’s case approved the
claim right away—four years after his
initial application was filed. As a re-
sult, he is entitled to receive SSI bene-
fits, including $705 a month, and
medical coverage. But as he transi-
tions from General Assistance to SSI,
he also loses the rental assistance he
received from the welfare office. In
order to keep his $840/month apart-
ment, Robert took in a roommate—a

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Mr. Vasko in his Paterson apartment.

step that has helped
him in other ways
as well. His new
friend and room-
mate keeps tabs on
him when he goes
out, so that he is
not so vulnerable
travelling around
the neighborhood;
cares for him after
he has suffered a
seizure; and helps
share the house-
hold responsibili-
ties. All in all,
things are looking
up for Robert.
Most important, he has the Medicaid
coverage that comes with his SSI,
without which he would still be living
in fear that the welfare program would
eventually cut him off due to the time
limit or funding cuts, and without
which he would be unable go to the
doctor or get his medications. But he
shudders to think of how things would
have turned out if he didn’t qualify for
help from the welfare program, or ben-
efit from a Legal Services attorney—
both of which are subject to budget
cuts and may not be available for peo-
ple like Robert in the future. <

Interview completed February 15, 2011.

Watch Robert’s
video in
Our Clients Speak

Help
Legal Services
help more
people like
Mr. Vasko.
Click here to
make a gift.

Click Here to return to the
Poverty In Focus Homepage

FOR ADDITIONAL INFORMATION: Visit LSNJ s website, www.LSNJ.org, for general information about Legal
Services or the Poverty Research Institute page for detailed reports about poverty in New Jersey. For more informa-
tion about your legal rights, visit LSNJLAW.

FOR HELP: Through its statewide, toll-free hotline, 1-888-LSNJ-LAW (1-888-576-5529), Legal Services offers
telephone advice to people who have been unfairly denied cash benefits, food stamps, or rental assistance, as well
as certain health programs, including Medicaid/NJ Family Care, Charity Care, and PAAD. You may also apply for
services online at https://Isnjlawhotline.org or contact a Regional Legal Services program for help.

TO MAKE A DONATION: For information on how to donate to Legal Services, visit LSNJ.org.
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http://bit.ly/YC97CX
http://bit.ly/YC97CX
http://bit.ly/WNRGFR
http://bit.ly/11BNTvh
http://bit.ly/WNUfHH
http://bit.ly/YA8QIB
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http://bit.ly/Y2zE3b
http://bit.ly/1B6ZJer

