FIESTA

SAN ANTONIO

Fiesta® San Antonio Commission
THE ORDER OF THE CASCARON NOMINATION FORM

NOMINEE INFORMATION

Name of Nominee: Melanie R. Cawthon

Address: 1218 E, Euclid Ave City: _San Antonio  State:_ TX _ Zip: _78212

Phone #: (210) 704-7262 Cell #: Work #:

E-mail:

Affiliated PMO’s (if any) disABILITYsa

NOMINATOR INFORMATION

Name of Person Making Nomination: Erwin J. De Luna

Address: ___ 2650 W. Mistletoe Ave City: _ San Antonio  State:_TX _ Zip: _78228

Phone #: Cell #: (210) 508-7865 Work #:

E-mail: nativeamerican@netscape.net

On a separate sheet:
In 400 words or less, please describe the volunteer contributions that your nominee has made to Fiesta®. Please

include:

1) Detailed information on the volunteer role that your nominee has played in the Fiesta® celebration. Give
specific details on how your nominee's efforts have had an impact on the Fiesta® celebration in a positive
and long lasting way. Elaborate on specific volunteer duties and responsibilities nominee has undertaken.

2) The length of time that your nominee has been involved in these volunteer activities. Give specific years
nominee was active in these activities.

3) If your nominee served in a specific leadership role during Fiesta®, i.e., Fiesta® royalty, president of a Fiesta”
organization, chairman of a Fiesta® event, etc., indicate how their volunteer involvement has gone beyond
the normal responsibilities of that role.

Please submit your Nomination Form and essay by noon on February 15, 2019 in person or by email to:
Fiesta” San Antonio Commission
2611 Broadway, San Antonio, Texas 78215
amy@fiestasanantonio.org




| first met Melanie Cawthon several years ago when she was the PMO commissioner for
Reaching Maximum Independence and coordinating efforts for Festival Especial® an official
Fiesta® San Antonio experience created for children and adults with physical, cognitive and
developmental differences and the family and friends who love them. Fiesta Especial® creates
inclusive and educational experiences engaging individuals with disabilities in the culture,
diversity and celebrations of Fiesta® through community instruction and training.

Melanie has over 17 years of experience in the nonprofit sector, with 12 of those working for
organizations serving individuals with disabilities. Melanie Cawthon started working on
disABILITYsa in 2007 as co-founder and executive director along with her fellow co-founders
Cynthia Hamilton and Janet Grojean as a collaborative effort to support individuals living with
disabilities in the San Antonio community. Melanie led the organization through the process of
incorporating and becoming a 501(c)(3) charitable organization in 2016.

She led the way in continuing Festival Especial® under the direction and guidance of
disABILITYsa and has enhanced the Fiesta Experience to a new and more exciting program for
the San Antonio community.

The program has moved from introducing the “Royal Court” at a park and the Celebration day for
persons with disabilities at a day at the carnival with a parade, box float decorating and a day of
fun to expanding the program by a Fiesta Royalty Reveal Day and a Fiesta Especial
Coronation (at the Playhouse) recognizing the “Royal Court” (this year with 16 participants) who
raised over $86,000 to give back to ten other community organization serving the disability
community. The Fiesta Especial program, could not have happened without Melanie Cawthon’s
direction, energy and striving to enhance the experience for individuals with disabilities to include
the addition of Fiesta Especial 5K and Parade in the City of Windcrest (Bexar County). Fiesta
Especial Celebration Day (with Wade Shows and the City of San Antonio) happening during
Fiesta each year is quickly becoming one of the most exciting and well attended event of Fiesta.

“The Royal Court is a free educational program providing a platform for Leadership and Life Skills
Development for individuals 10 years and older. The program allows participant to develop
Leadership, Social, Problem Solving, Communication and many other skills in fun and inclusive
environment.” “The Fiesta Especial® Royal Court represents the community of individuals with
disabilities a various Fiesta events and activities.”

While Melanie is currently serving as the executive director of disABILITYsa she has contribute
beyond what is expected and volunteered above and beyond her “job description” with many
hours of Love and her service to the San Antonio Community. Melanie truly exemplifies the true
spirit of Fiesta and should be recognized and honored as a volunteer who has made singularly
outstanding contributions to this annual celebration, thus taking it to a higher level. Her efforts
are a labor of love and caring for others.

As the Co-founder and director of disABILITYsa, Melanie works to ensure those with disabilities
are fully integrated into the community for both children and adults alike. disABILITYsa connects
people with all types of disabilities and their families to information about local resources,
programs and opportunities that promote independence and inclusion where they live, work and

play.

Melanie is quoted by saying - “The appreciation and the sheer determination of this population is
amazing,” says Cawthon. “I can wholeheartedly say it's worth all of my time and effort to make
sure they're included and treated equally and have opportunities.”



The following is excerpts from an article in San Antonio Magazine in January of 2018:

If it wasn't for a lingering lower back issue, Melanie Cawthon might never have found her life’s passion.
The longtime San Antonian started her career in catering, but after finding the labor-intensive field too
much for her back, a temp agency placed her at a nonprofit, where she found her niche in advocating for
people with disabilities. Co-founder and director of disABILITYsa, Cawthon now works to ensure those
with disabilities are fully integrated into the community. “The appreciation and the sheer determination of
this population is amazing,” says Cawthon. “I can wholeheartedly say it's worth all of my time and effort to
make sure they’re included and treated equally and have opportunities.”

How did disABILITYsa get its start?

Back in 2007, a friend and |, who were both in the intellectual disability sector, wanted to do something to
raise awareness. We started talking to a few more people and realized there was a significant need for the
different sectors within disability services to come together. We worked with about 20 organizations on a
planning team to host a resource fair, AccessAbility Fest, in October, which is Texas Disability Awareness
Month. The first festival drew about 1,000 people and 100 exhibitors. We decided it was something that
we needed to carry through the rest of the year. That's how disABILITYsa was formed. It's a resource
website for those with disabilities and their caregivers. The festival also continues. We first operated under
the umbrella of Mission Road Ministries, where | was working at the time, and most recently under
Reaching Maximum Independence. Last year, | jumped off a cliff and incorporated. We got our nonprofit
status in March. DisABILITYsa is here to connect people with disabilities with resources in the community
and to make sure they have opportunities to engage with the community.

Why was there a need for something like this?

Imagine you have a child who has a disability. You're overwhelmed, you're lost, you don't know where to
start. You go to someone and they say, ‘| can help with this, but not with that.” So you've found one thing,
but you have to keep going to find additional resources. We want to create a community that will help you
best help your loved one. Since the AccessAbility Fest and website began 10 years ago, we have seen
improvement. Now, it's helped organizations to be able to say, ‘We don't do this, but we know someone
over here who does.’

What other issues exist locally for people with disabilities?

One of the other gaps in services is the opportunity for leadership and service. A lot of places do self-
advocacy, but there aren’t many opportunities to do for others, which is important for becoming a well-
rounded person. We're expanding our service and leadership program in January. Fiesta Especial, which
we took over from Reaching for Maximum Independence, where | worked before, has a leadership
component but this will be broader. The expansion will include volunteerism, board service and public
service. The goal is to volunteer with organizations that have nothing to do with disabilities so that they
can engage in the overall volunteer community.

When it comes to board service, it's an effort to change the way we look at board diversity. Now, we look
for men and women and different races and skill sets. We want to make disabilities a part of that matrix.
We again want to start with organizations that have nothing to do with disabilities because people get
pigeonholed there. Every board should have someone with a disability on it—and not just because of their
perspective as a person with a disability. We need lawyers and accountants and HR people with
disabilities to bring their perspectives and their skill sets. Then with public service, it's about getting
involved in city politics. The disabled community does a good job of getting involved at the state and
national level but not as much locally. We’ll be promoting the vacancies on city committees and planning
teams. You look at SA2020 and SA Tomorrow, for example, and there wasn’t the input from the disabled
community that we would have liked. We missed the boat on that, but we are trying to get engaged with
the SA Tomorrow subcommittees. It's helping get people to think about something as simple as language.
A bike lane, for example, is a restrictive title. If it was a cycle lane, you'd be thinking about the safety of
someone on a hand bike or a tricycle instead of just someone on a bicycle. The United States operates on
a medical model of disability—the person has the disability and they have to fit into the environment. A lot
of other cultures operate on a social model of disability, which means the environment creates the



disability and the people are just fine. If we could change the way people think about disabilities, most of
the time it's the environment that creates the disability, not the person.

How can people know if an environment is accessible?

In the next few years, we're planning to start a disability recognition program that would give businesses a
stamp of approval, like the Better Business Bureau does but for accessibility. We'd vet places for
accessibility and look at things such as: Is your website accessible? Have your employees gone through
sensitivity training? How’s the audio in your facility? Do the lights flicker? Are your pathways clear? It won't
just be meeting ADA standards because you can be in ADA compliance and still not be disability friendly.
Sometimes the front door is wide enough for a wheelchair but the tables are too close together to move
around. Or the bathroom stall is accessible but the door won't shut once a wheelchair is in there.

You also want the disability services community to work together on major issues?

In three to five years we’ll work to bring together all of the organizations that work on the different issues
people with disabilities face—transportation, education, employment, health care. Transportation is a
major one. One in every seven people in San Antonio has some type of disability. Not all prevent them
from being able to drive, but some do and there is such a need here to improve the system. It's not for lack
of effort; VIA is working on it. It's a funding issue. A few things we've talked about with VIA that will help is
getting people who take the VIAtrans Paratransit Service (which is for disabled individuals) to move over
to the traditional bus system if they are able. Those vehicles are compatible for people with disabilities and
they run more frequently. If more people moved over, that would free up the VIAtrans Paratransit system
for those who can’t move over and hopefully help it operate more efficiently—so people who have an
appointment at 7 p.m. don't have to get picked up at 2:30. Transportation impacts so many things—where
you can live, access to medical care, education.

This interview has been edited for length and clarity.

Fact File

Education: UTSA, Our Lady of the Lake University

Support the Cause: Power of the Purse Silent Auction & Art Sale, Jan. 30, Brick at Blue Star
Learn More: Conversation 360 with disABILITYsa, Feb. 13, April 10, June 5, Brick at Blue Star



SAN ANTONID

Fiesta” San Antonio Commission
THE ORDER OF THE CASCARON NOMINATION FORM

NOMINEE INFORMATION

Name of Nominee: _Melanie R. Cawthon

Address: 2002 W Magnolia Ave __City: _San Antonio State: Texas Zip: _78201

Phone #: Cell #: 210-643-8935 Work #: 210-704-7262

E-mail: _mcawthon(@disabilitvsa.org

Affiliated PMO’s (if any) disABILITYsa

'NOMINATOR INFORMATION

Name of Person Making Nomination: _Sandy Liwang
Address: 228 Alcalde Moreno City: _San Antonio State:_ Texas Zip: 78232

Phone #: Cell #: 210-827-9093 Work #:

E-mail: sandy.liwang@gmail.com

On a separate sheet:
In 400 words or less, please describe the volunteer contributions that your nominee has made to Fiesta’.
Please include:

1) Detailed information on the volunteer role that your nominee has played in the Fiesta” celebration.
Give specific details on how your nominee's efforts have had an impact on the Fiesta’ celebration in
a positive and long lasting way. Elaborate on specific volunteer duties and responsibilities nominee
has undertaken.

2) The length of time that your nominee has been involved in these volunteer activities. Give specific
years nominee was active in these activities.

3) If your nominee served in a specific leadership role during Fiesta’, i.e., Fiesta' royalty, president of a
Fiesta’ organization, chairman of a Fiesta® event, etc., indicate how their volunteer involvement has
gone beyond the normal responsibilities of that role.

Please submit your Nomination Form and essay by noon on February 1, 2019 in person or by email to:
Fiesta® San Antonio Commission
2611 Broadway, San Antonio, Texas 78215

michele@fiestasanantonio.org



THE ORDER OF THE CASCARON

NOMINATION FOR MELANIE R. CAWTHON

Since October of 2011, Melanie Cawthon has taken her role with Fiesta Especial® above and beyond
the call of duty...higher than anyone ever imagined. She works tirelessly bringing visibility to the
leadership and contributions individuals with disabilities make in our community throughout the
Fiesta® celebration. Melanie took a 2-day carnival event created for children with disabilities to a full-
fledged Fiesta® experience comprised of a royal court, parade and carnival...all the while performing
her normal duties as the Education and Development VP for Reaching Maximum Independence, Inc.
(RMI). Initially, Fiesta Especial® was incorporated into RMI as a fundraiser within the spirit of Fiesta®.
While the events did not net proceeds for RMI, Melanie saw a different, and maybe even more
important, value in the programs. Fiesta Especial® created a platform for inclusion and learning, so she
converted these events into community-based instruction programs serving children and adults with
all disabilities living within and around San Antonio. Not only does Melanie invest her time during the
typical work day on this program, but then volunteers another 30-40 hours per week during March &
April to ensure the program’s success!

With a significant passion to keep the Fiesta Especial® programs alive, Melanie resigned from her
position at RMI in February 2017, having established a nonprofit organization, disABILITYsa, under
which Fiesta Especial® could continue to operate. Between February 2017 and May of that same year,
Melanie volunteered 100% of her time to making the Fiesta Especial® transition feel seemless and
almost un-noticeable to the general public. In May, 2017, the Fiesta® San Antonio Commission
authorized the transition of the Fiesta Especial® programs to disABILITYsa. disABILITYsa agreed to
sponsor the continuation of the Fiesta Especial® programs under the condition that Melanie Cawthon
would be hired onto the staff to assure accountability for the program’s sustainability and success.

Melanie continuously tackles traditional barriers restricting individuals with disabilities from
participating in leadership roles, giving them an opportunity to be role models and not only be
included in community-wide experiences, but become visible contributors to those experiences. She
has identified pathways and opportunities for individuals with disabilities to shine, be recognized and
impact others in a positive way.

While many Fiesta® events have large committees or entire organizations working on their events, but
the work for Fiesta Especial® majoritively falls on Melanie’s shoulders and a few dedicated volunteers.
While her team of volunteers is small, her determination to give individuals with disabilities a
comparable Fiesta® experience is huge! There are many nights Melanie goes without sleep to ensure
the programs go on. Through numerous conversations, collaborations, appearances and sheer
determination, Melanie is making a long lasting impact on the Fiesta® celebration, calling attention to a
segment of our community that is a significant part of the diversity, heritage and culture of San
Antonio...individuals with disabilities.

The 2019 Fiesta® begins Melanie’s 8" year with Fiesta Especial®, creating an unduplicated experience
for individuals with disabilities. Melanie has also contributed her time as an Elected Commissioner for
Fiesta® for terms 2014-2017 and again in 2018-2021. While | can assure you that Melanie is making an
impact on the Fiesta® celebration in a positive and long lasting way...it is more important to recognize
that she’s making an impact on the lives of individuals with disabilities in our community. She is
changing lives...she is changing our community as Fiesta® continues to incorporate those with
disabilities into the limelight of Fiesta® more each year. As evident by the above, Melanie has truly
established herself singularly through out the Fiesta years as a “Super Volunteer” who continues to
contributes an enormous amount of time and effort to the promotion of Fiesta San Antonio.



Melanie isn’t just capturing the attention of those she serves daily, but she’s gaining recognition for
these programs and her work across the community as well:

KABB | FOX29 News “San Antonio Proud”
https://www.facebook.com/disABILITYsa/videos/384144992387592/

Kens5 "People who make San Antonio Great"
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ut0__oYEWhk

San Antonio Magazine "Person of Interest”
https://www.sanantoniomag.com/January-2018/Melanie-R-Cawthon/

San Antonio Express News on Fiesta Especial
https://www.expressnews.com/news/local/article/Inclusion-and-culture-celebrated-at-Fiesta-

12861706.php

SA Current " The 20 Most Captivating People in San Antonio 2015"
https://www.sacurrent.com/sanantonio/the-people-issue/Content?0id=2494692

SA Business Journal 40 Under 40 Recognition in 2013



