By Robert Keating

The War Against the
Mentally Retarded

“...Bomb threats, vandalism, violence, phone threats have become
our newest method of treatment for the mentally retarded...”

A hidden war is being waged in

. New York City. Middle-class and af-

Bucnt ncighborhoods arc doing battle
sgunst the arca's mentally rctarded.
At nssuc in the conflict is the return of
the handicapped population from the
sbsing state  institutions to their
eld ncighborhoods. Instcad of scedy
“Rubcrl Keating is a [ree-lunce writer
whote work has appeared in the Village
Yoxe.

hotels, they're moving into nice apart-
ment  buildings and houses on the
block. And suddenly the city’s con-
cerned support of the mentally retarded
has given way to a pattern of
aversion and abandonment. In the
words of a Staten Island woman,“We
don't want them. Put them back
in Willowbrook.”

In the winter of 1978 the quict town
of Huntington, Long Island, lost both

its electricity and heat. But especially
cold was the new home of ten men-
tally retarded adults at 66 Greenlawn
Road. The houseparents, Josephine
and Jack Farneti, had been getling
threatening phone calls for over a
week. Usually a peaceful commu-

-nity, Huntington had turned crazy in

its eflorts to prevent the ten retarded
persons from moving in, which was to
happen any day. So on the icy evening
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At home: This
drawing and
those on the
following
pages depict
daily life in
the hostel on
89th Street in
Jackson
Heights,
which
neighborhood
groups want
closed.

" o Bhurvased by John Bobbish.

( SEPTEMBER 17, 1979/NEW YORK




“...The same upper and middle classes that hollered for reform
have become the problem they once fought so fervently...”

of January 15, Josephine warmed to
the friendly voice with a heavy Brook-
lyn accent on the phone. The man
claimed to be with the Long Island
Lighting Company and needed to know
when the Farnctis would be home
so the wiring could be checked and
services restored. When informed that
they would be attending a wedding in
Manhattan that night, the man told
Mrs. Farncti to be sure and leave the
vents in the three fireplaces open “to
keep toxic gases from forming.” She
ignored the advice. Later, when the
two returned in the early morning, they

found Greenlawn Road alive with fire
trucks and police, and Mrs. Farneti
learned from a member of the Arson
Squad that these special instructions
had been made to ensure total de-
struction. The arsonist had, early in
the night, entered the house and
poured gasoline throughout the first
floor. The air from the open vents fed
the flames as they raged through the
house. Still, with professional prepara-
tions and heavy snow slowing the fire
trucks, the house was quickly lost.
As was the Farnetis’ young dog.

On Staten Island the son of a home-

owner who was planning to sell a
house to the state as a hostel for re-
tarded children needed seventeen
stitches to close the gash a metal pipe
had opened in his head. Apparently
mistaken for his father while stopped
at a red light, the teenager was dragged
from behind the steering wheel and
brutally beaten by a small mob. The
next day the car’'s windows were
smashed. A phone call followed, ask-
ing the father,Have you had enough?”
The man had. His offer to sell the
house was quickly withdrawn.

The district manager of a Brooklyn
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community board was warncd that the
board's approval of a proposed site
would puarantce her davghter two
bruken legs and a bed in the home.
The board voted against the site. “Def-
initely a vote by intimidation.” said
one board member, noting that others
had been similarly approached.

Scot Booth, the state’s community-
placement specialist for Staten Island,
says he needed a police escort to get
Mhm away from an angry crowd at a
public hearing on proposed sites after
he received threats on his life.

Bomb threats, broken windows. van-
dalism, violence, and early-morning
phone threats have been introduced in
New York City as the newest method
of treatment for our mentally retarded.
"I like the Ku Klux Klan,” sighed
vae woman after she gave in to the

pressure and withdrew her house from
consideration. “And this came from
people who used to be my ncighbors
and friends.” The FBI has begun in-
vestigating such incidents.

At the root of these savage actions
is a piece of paper known as the Wil-
lowbrook consent decrce. When it
was signed by Governor Hugh Carey
in April 1975, the New York Civil
Libertics Union praised it as a land-
mark victory for the country's most
vulnerable population. The decree car-
rics out a federal-court ruling made
after the horrendous conditions at the
Willowbrook State School for the Men-
tally Retarded, on Staten Island, be-
came publicly known. It mandates the
de-institutionalization of the facility and
the relocation of the patients in home-

like scrtings in their original communi-
tics so as o provide “the lcast restric-
tive environment.”

Even though a national Gallup poll
indicates that only 9 percent of the
population would object to having a
supcrvised home for the mentally re-
tarded on their block, the President's
Committee on Mental Retardation saw
fit to footnote: “Their statemcnts may
not always be reflected in their subse-
quent actions.” Which has been proved
shamefully true in New York City.

On September 9, 1965, Senator
Robert Kennedy stood on the grounds
of Willowbrook denouncing it as ‘“‘a
snake pit" with “intolerable’ and “zoo-
like” conditions and declared, *“I think
all of us arc at fault. And 1 think it's
long overdue that something be done
about it.” And for a while something
was. Willowbrook stories filled the
press for two years. Then the name
slowly disappeared.

Scven years later, Geraldo Rivera
brought his WABC camecra crew to B
Ward, Building No. 6, and for the first
time a camera’s eye brought the
writhing forms of flesh—ncglected
people, condemned to filth and forgot-
ten miscry—into comfortable living
rooms throughout the New York arca,
and soon across the nation.

New witnesses to socicty's crime
watched with shock as Rivera said,
“This is what it looked like. This is
what it sounded like. But how can
[ tell you about the way it smelled?”
After a visit to the wards, the usually
creative Joe Flaherty of the Village
Voice struggled with metaphor to de-
scribe “children with faces like twist-
cd 8's. children with legs like rickety
I's, children with eyes poked out, pro-
ducing a light and a dark zero, bodics
scattered over the floor like spilled
bingo pills—all adding up to a hope-
less naught. And the burcaucrats there
want to blame it all on the cash regis-
ter in Albany.”

When the director of Willowbrook
was asked about the frequency of
“rarc” decaths at the institution, his re-
sponsc was, “Three or four times a
month.”

On March 17, 1972, a suit was filed
against the governor of New York and
ten other state officials. Onc ycar
later, on April 10, 1973, Federal
Judge Orrin Judd decried the condi-
tions at Willowbrook as ‘“inhumanc
and shocking” and demanded immedi-
ate remedy. After two years of stalling,
the state affirmed his decision when
Carey signed the Willowbrook consent
decrce. The decree not only prohibited
common abuses (“straitjackets shall
never be used, nor shall any resident
be tied. spread-cagled to a bed or sub-
jected to . . . corporal punishment. . . .
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No physically intrusive chemical or
biomedical research or experimentation
shall be performed”); it also mandated
the relocation in neighborhood group
homes of all 5,323 residents. The court
ordered that at least 50 persons per
month be placed in the community—
which means the development of
about 60 homes per year. By the
project’s completion in 1981 each com-
munity-planning district will have at
least five residences. (Currently, due to
community opposition, the state is
well behind - schedule and technically
in contempt of court.) Judge Judd had
found that institutionalized patients
“deteriorate both physically and men-
tally.”

With the consent decree, the shame
of the masses had been mollified. But

today, over four years later, the same °

righteous upper and middle classes that
hollered for reform have failed to back
their words with consistent actions.
Rather, they have become the prob-
lem they once fought so fervently. As
the head of the Department of Mental
Hygiene confessed during the Willow-
brook exposé: “The way we treat our
mentally retarded is our last great
disgrace.”

(Fadon 3 {

N

A

“In another place, yes,” says Peter
Lecourezos as he sits on his front stoop
two houses away from a recently
opencd hostel in Jackson Heights, “but
not here—not on this block.”

“The most logical thing to do,” sug-
gests a protester in Sheepshead Bay, “is
to purchase bungalow colonies and
small hotels in the Catskills and con-
vert them into residences.” One wom-
an worries. “Their windows face my
windows. 1 have a little boy and a
daughter.”

“These pcople are afraid of the men-
tally retarded because they’re an un-
known,” says Jennifer Howse, for-
mer exccutive director of the Review
Panel and now an associate commis-
sioner in the Office of Mental Retarda-
tion and Developmental Disabilities
(OMRDD). “The fear is based on the




belief that the retarded are dangerous,
threatening, ugly, or simply that their
presence  will drive property  values
down. None of this is true.” Howse
supports this statement with a study
by Princcton professor Julian Wolpert
on the impact of group homes on their
surrounding  communities. Wolpert |
found no negative effects and noted
that the group homes were generally
better maintained.

Duncan Whiteside of the One to
One advocacy group for the mentally
retarded points out: “Fear of the re-
tarded, whether founded or unfound-
ed, is itself real and has to be dealt
with. You're touching upon my core
interests. My family. My home. My
community.”

Some feel that educating the com-
munity is the key. But even when
efforts to educate the public are at their
best—including door-to-door talks with
the neighbors of a prospective site—
the words tend to fall on deaf ears.
“If 1 go over there and end up lik-
ing those people,” reasoned a woman
living across the street from a new hos-
tel upon turning down an invitation to
visit, “then we might never get rid of
them.” .

These extreme attitudes have
prompted one member of the Review
Panel to lash out at the OMRDD for
even listening to them. Murray Schneps
is a lawyer who speaks with undis-
guised anger about the way the men-
tally retarded are mistreated. He was a
force behind the original Willowbrook
suit, in which his retarded daughter
was named as a plaintiff. “The state
encourages this ridiculous resistance,”
he fumes, “by acting as if the resisters
have some rights. And this negates the
rights of the mentally retarded, whom
the state should be protecting. Sure I

' believe educating the public is impor-

tant, but I can’t wait for everybody’s
mind to change. We need improve-
ments now. The state, every time it
gives in just a little, is giving credibil-
ity to such illegal opposition.”

The neighborhood opposition to the
relocation project has centered in the
local community boards. While the
boards are typically passive when the
stale approaches with a proposed site,
they turn into fiery forums for protest
when the affected blocks find out.

State Senator Frank Padavan, not a
strong advocate of group homes, saw
the opportunity to become the Kissin-

- ger of the controversy by setting legal

guidelines for the relocation. The Pada-
van law, in effect since September 1978,
rules that legitimate protest can be
brought against a proposed site if it
oversaturates an area with social- |
service-related  residences,  thereby |
significantly altering the character of




the neighborhood. Confusion remains,
however, in that the criteria Tor both
are undefined. If agreement between
the local board and the state cannot
be reached, the case goes to a hearing.
If the board is still unsatisfied, the law
allows for a suit which essentially
charges that the state acted improperly
in the site-sclection procedure.

While the law helps by providing
a structure and time limitations, it of-
ten gives the boards the sensc that they
can and should be in complete control
of the operation. In the words of one
statc worker, “The community boards
are milking it for all it's worth.”

Murray Schneps questions the con-
stitutionality of the law and asserts
that “the rights of the mentally re-
tarded are non-negotiable” and must
be enforced regardless of local opposi-
tion. “The state,” he claims, “is trying

T

lo appease everybody, and the politi-
cians . . . well, that’s obvious.”

“Suc their asses off,” shouted City
Councilman Leon Katz over the roar of
a recent public meeting concerning a
site on Ocean Parkway in Brooklyn. “If
this one gets through . . . Occan Park-
way isn’t going to be the kind of place
you wanted it to be.” Local politicians
have seized the opportunity to muster
support by playing to the angry op-
position to the hostels. “At a recent
mecting in Brooklyn,” notes one watch-
dog, “there wasn’t a politician in the
borough who didn't show up.”

State Scnator John Calandra and As-
semblyman Guy Velella—the Bronx's
two biggest powers in the anti-residence
movement—have stated that their pol-
icy is simply “to be guided by the de-
sires” of the neighborhoods. Calandra
has gone so far as to promise that if
a controversial site went through, he
and Velclla would “fight any appro-
priations of State funds” for it. Schneps
took the opportunity to point out that he
sces this as being in contempt of court.
But Calandra’s opposition is not sur-
prising. While the consent decree was
being drawn up, his firm was busy pro-




viding legal defense for what an offi-
cial in Albany once called “the worst
facility for the mentally retarded in the
state” - - the™ Pine Grove School. The
school was linully shut down.

Assemblyman Velella’s position has
been: “A group home does not fit
on a purcly residential block.” He sug-
gests that the ““least restrictive environ-
ment’* be erected on the grounds of the
Bronx State Hospital.

Even though the politicians are do-
ing an cxcellent job of stoking the fire
of discontent, they could take a lesson
in inflammatory rhetoric from a man
not in their field per se.

“Get Mr. King up there,” shricks a
frantic voice out of a crowd of 600
protesters packed into a small Staten
Island auditotium. “Let Mr. King
spcak!” And as the dapperly dressed
middle-aged black man approaches the
mike, the crowd begins to roar. King
is preceded by his reputation.

“My name is Felton King,” he be-
gins in a slow, powerful voice. “I'm
the president of Local 429 at the Staten
Island Developmental Center [Willow-
brook]. I'd like to give you some facts.
. . . Approximately 88 percent of the

| clicnts being placed out in the com-

munity . . . have a severely bad behav-
ior problem. . .. It is a fact that thesc
kids have communicable discases.”

| The audience rcacts with ahs and

scattered whispers. King pauses after
each fact.

“What we call hepatitis carriers . . .
tuberculosis. . . . (General noise and
confusion.) “What would happen if
they spit in your childen’s face? They
could transmit tuberculosis . . . hepa-
titis. . . . If these children scratch
or break your c¢hild’s skin, this means
your child’s then contaminated with
hepatitis. . . .”” (Mounting chaos.)

“Last month approximately 565 of
their employees went out on workmen'’s
compensation because severely, pro-
foundly retarded children broke their
skulls, broke their legs, and fractured

their ribs. . . .” (Loud applausc.)
“They say they're not going to harm
your kids. . . . That’s a bunch of crap.

...” King lcaves the microphone while
the audicnce extends the enjoyment of
its own disorder. It is clcar that onc of
Felton King's primary concerns is the
threat of losing union jobs when Wil-
lowbrook closcs.

Dr. Curt Bakal of the city’s Health
Dcpartment, when informed of King's
claims, responded, “The guy would
have a point if . . . no, the guy really
doesn’t have a point. If anything, the
chances of a Willowbrook client trans-
mitting tuberculosis in the community
would be less than that of the gencral
population because of better medical




“...‘Keepthem inWillowbrook,’says a wom- |
an. ‘Why tear down a neighborhood?’...
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care.” His colleague Dr. Elaine Mill-
ner notes that about 15 percent of the
Willowbrook class may be hepatitis
B carricrs. “It’s a scrious disease,” she
says, “but the risk of their transmitting
it is really minimal—they’re certainly
not going to transmit it on the street.
It requires prolonged intimate contact.”

“] guess if you got spit on over and
over again, of course it’s possible,”
adds Bakal, “but what he's saying is
extremely exaggerated.” Which King
concedes is also true of his 565 broken
bones.

More surprising than King’s inflated
ravings, however, is the blatant enjoy-
ment of the otherwise, one would as-
sume, rational people who feed off
his distorted remarks. “These retarded
kids shouldn't be made scapegoats,”
states Dr. Bakal. “They shouldn’t have
to suffer for someone else’s cause.”

An outraged Murray Schneps feels
this is exactly what could happen.
“King made an open physical threat
against the residents of Willow-
brook,” he recalls. “He didn’t like the
attitude of the parents, so at a meet-
ing of the Review Panel he began using
the children as hostages [pointing out
that they were dependent upon the
care of union members]. I said, ‘Felton,
are you really threatening the resi-
dents? Are you really doing that?’—
fully expecting him to back down like
anyone else would when confronted.
But he said that was exactly what he
was saying. Now if King wants to

threaten the parents, let him do that.
They can defend themselves. But to get
to them through their children is stupid
and irresponsible.” King flatly denies
Schneps’s statement, saying: “l have
never stood up in a meeting and used
the residents as hostages to save em-
ployee jobs.” Schneps feels the threat
of institutional irresponsibility makes
emptying the barracks all the more ur-
gent. But not everyone agrees.

“Keep them in Willowbrook,” urges

Olga Kudlak, “that’s the proper place

for them. . . . Why tear down a nice
neighborhood like this?” Olga’s “nice”
neighborhood is in Jackson Heights,
Queens. The people she is referring to
are her new neighbors at 33-32 89th
Street. It is a neat brick Tudor house
unassumingly nestled into a block of

the same. It is unique only in that eight

mentally retarded persons call it home =~ .&-
—the first one they’'ve had in many -%

years. One of the residents, Rochelle
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Grant, remembers her last home as 2§

“Building 23.” “It was a bad place,
she recalls. “They would call me a fat
Jew, but 1 wouldn’t listen. Sometimes
they would throw shoes at me and
hurt, but I wouldn’t bother.” Ro-
chelle smiles with the knowledge that
this is all behind her. She doesn’t re-

alize that Jackson Heights is battling

to get her out of her new home.

Joel Levy, director of the Young§
Adult Institute, which runs the home, 3
demands that the mentally retarded be 28

2



the retarded from the dangers of city
living, another teenager says, ‘‘Sooner
or later they potta learn street.”

The cight residents of 33-32 89th
Street may soon have to learn street
someplace else. In late July, too late to
keep the residents from moving into the
house, Community Board 3 took its
opposition to the final stage of the Pad-
avan law and sued the state
under Article 78, charging improper
compliance with the Padavan restric-
tions. The city's corporation counsel
agrced for the first time to represent a
local community board against the
state. And one of the city’s lawyers un-
covered an unnoticed regulation in the
complicated law, allowing the board to
offer additional sites. Although the time

| limit for filing suit as stated in the

law had expired, the judge decided
that the limit did not apply. An in-
junction was issued restraining the
state from further developing the site,

. but the judge has refused to prohibit

i occupancy, and the case remains in liti-

gation. Should the state lose, the resi-
dents may have to vacate their home
and return temporarily to an institution.

“Maybe we blew it,” says Joyce
Roll of CRISP, a community-service
group for the state. “It was the first
time under the Padavan law and no
onc knew. We were being cooperative,
saying, ‘Okay, we’ll apply the law.’

Now these people’s home is threat- .

ened because of a technicality. It’s a
disgrace.”
Frank Padavan, when reached,

“said, “Sce, the law works.”

Paul Dolan, the director of One to
One, strongly questions the legality of
the Padavan law. His group has set
aside funds in case a suit for the rights
of the retarded becomes necessary. “It
is, after all,” says the mother of a re-
tarded girl, “a question of civil rights.”

Murray Schneps agrees. For him the
struggle for the civil rights of the
rctarded is the same as the struggle
for any other group’s civil rights.
“It's a battle,” he says. “If we’re going
to take advantage of the opportunity
given us by the Willowbrook dccree,
if we're going to make it so people no
longer have to be destroyed in institu-
tions, then we can’t be chickening out
because some nut burns a house down.”

“If it doesn’t work here,” Schneps
warns, “it won’t work anywhere. No
place elsc has the decree that we have.
Nor a review panel with the power this
one has. And no place in the country is
funded the way this case is. It can’t
all be wasted because of prejudice.”

“New York has a tremendous re-
sponsibility—if we fail here, we fail
for everybody. No one’s going to have
a chance for another 50 years. It'll be

back to those damn institutions.” mm



