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Willowbrook boss

sees improvements
in the system

By ROBERT MIRALDI

A deputy commissioner in the state’s
mental health bureaucracy allegedly
said in April that Willowbrook Develop-
mental Center was ‘‘administratively
out of control.” State officials did not
deny the statement, and Willowbrook
observers felt it was true.

Dr. Levester Cannon has been direc-
tor — the top administrator — at Wil-
lowbrook for 16 weeks now. He is a tall
man with a mellow, even voice. His job
is to manage the sprawling, 2,595-bed in-
stitution that has been called ‘‘unmana-
geable™ and has eaten up four directors
in three years.

Is Willowbrook still administratively
out of control?

“No,”" Dr. Cannon says. End of ques-
tion. End of answer. Levester Cannon,
40, doctor of education, feels he has Wil
lowbrook under control.

Flash fires *'still break out.”” he
admits, but ‘‘we have been able to re-
duce the crises.”

The first four months have gone “bet-
ter than expected,” Cannon says. “I en-
tered with a great deal of apprehension,
but I'm generally more pleased than I
originally thought I would be.” Cannon
entered the job, in fact, against the ad-
vice of friends and colleagues, including
a former Willowbrook director.

Cannon can tell his friends now, how-
ever: ‘“‘We are making progress in im-
proving the overall delivery of services.
It is slow, it-is difficult. But it's not nec-

essarily true that Willowbrook is un- ------

manageable. What we need is a com-
mitment on the part of administrators
up and down the line.

“We have to define their responsibili- j
ties, make it clear what their jobs are
and then see that the jobs are done.”

Despite some haggling over seman-

tics, Cannon should have his wishes. The 3

state has submitted to the Willowbrook

Review Panel a 1,000-page operational s

plan that details what has to be

doue to
bring Willowbrook mm‘mpuangﬁim :
© federal mandates; it also notes by name :
whois responsible for individual tasks,, "}

Levester Cannon

‘“There ‘are problems here, but the
major problem as I see it,” Dr. Cannon
gaid in a recent interview, “ig that
whef you try to change a system you
have to allow time for the change.”

The Willowbrook consent decree is the
document which has ‘“changed the sys-
sm " Its 21 pages tell Willowbrook offi-
g just.where the center has to go to
¢ “humanizing” conditions.

1



