eyeinig the .woodlands for the
Greenbelt, the people who con-
trolled the land — including
SIDC director James Walsh —
had other ideas.

Ironically, Walsh's situation
parallels that of the Greenbelt
adyocates. Like them, Walsh and

_hlS supporters view Corson’s
Woods as a key in the final im-
plementation of a long-held
dream. In this.case, the dream is
closing SIDC and expanding
community-based services for
the nental]y retarded.

SIDC is scheduled to -lose in
1987 in the next two years, the
vast majority of its 1,000 men-
tally retarded patients will re-
turn to their native boroughs.
Only native Islanders will re-
main, and Walsh plans to house
them in the so-called Richmond
Complex, two 12-bed group
homes and two 24-bed facilities
he wants located in Corson’s
‘Brook Woods.

Walsh had his reasons for
_picking Corson’s Woods. It is the
.only undeveloped parcel at SIDC
‘that the state judged suitable for
development and that adjoined a
ebidential community. The lat-
terpoint was particularly im-
portant since Walsh wants his
¢llents in a community setting.

o¥When environmentalists and
{he. «city Planning and Parks de-
partments heard about Walsh’s
foposal, sparks were inev-

iitable. Both sides were emotion-
:@Bcommxtted to their position; -

were convinced of the
{#ighteousness of their stance.
"mgr their part, Walsh and his

3 rters — including Assem-

i Mman Elizabeth Connelly,
:D-West Brighton, and Island ad-
‘vocates for the retarded — say
‘they are tired of getting shoved

‘jaround on the group home issue.
:Bver since it began 10 years ago,
‘plaking the retarded in commu-
mtles has met with pubhc resis-
tance.

In fact, Walsh said the diffi-
culty in obtaining approval for
group homes was a reason he
wanted to build on SIDC prop-
erty. Since Corson’s Woods Is

state.land, no local approval is-

needed to build there.
Many advocates of the re-

tarded are incensed that they
are meeting resistance once
again — this time on their own

turf. And while city officials and <

e

* that, 'in. fact, thiey ‘support the®

env1ronmemallsts talk ~ about
itrees, the advocates say they-

“suspect the unspoken issue is ' have & problemtwith the loca”

prejudice against “the group
homes and the retarded. i

“The reality s that once again
we are being denied a place for
one of our group homes,” said
Genevieve Benoit, of the Staten
Island Regional Retardation and
Disabilities Council. “You can't
take property which the devel-
opmentally disabled have uti-
lized for the past 20 years and
say we can’'t use this land ei-
ther.”

“I think the Protectors (of
Pine Oak Woods, a local environ-

mental group) are sincerely try- -

ing to protect the trees, but I
don’t think they would get the

~kind of community support they

are getting if we were planning
to build a Little League field
instead of group homes,” Walsh
said.

To back their accusations, ad-
vocates of the retarded point to
a field located several hundred
yards from Corson’s Woods
wher'e trees were bulldozed to
create a Little League field. The
bulldozing occurred at the same
time the Protectors were going
to court to save Corson’s Woods.
“We didn’t hear any complaints
about that (the Little League
field),” Walsh said acidly. “But
then, it’s for normal kids, not for
the retarded.”

Moreover, some people admit
they are uncomfortable that the
land was being used for group
homes. Judy Berger, a Protec-

tors . member who lives across .-
the street from Corson’s Woods, '

told a reporter that she ‘feels

" there are already enough group

homes in her neighborhood. City
Parks Commissioner Henry
Stern said he supports group
homes, but questions whether
profoundly retarded, multi-
handicapped persons can best
utilize the woodlands.

Certainly, the rights-of-the-
handicapped issue has had a
strong influence on Walsh's sup-
porters. One city official sug-
gested that after a decade of
fighting community resistance
to group homes, advocates for
the retarded have adopted a
“garrison” mentality — that
they have become steeled to all
opposition, no matter how justi-

- fied the opposition might be.

Indeed, city officials and-envi-
ronmentalists insist their re-
quest is not unreasonable. They
say they are no

construetion of . group homes;

_ group, home congept. “We just

“tion,”

said George Pratt, mem-
ber of the Protectors. -

“The naturalists who have
studied it say that in terms of
variety, of richness in natural
flora, the Island has really two
exceptional areas and one is
Corson's Woods,” Pratt said. “Tf
we lose Corson's Woods. we lose
50 percent of what we have.”

City officials, including Island
Planning Director Marilyn
Mammano, have suggestec that
SIDC relocate the group nome
project to another site clong
Forest Hill Road. Walsh says:no
other sites are suitable for
development; Ms. Mammano
says other areas were given.only
a cursory look and has suggested
more comprehensive studies.

Walsh rejected that idea.
Even if another site was avail-
able, he said, he thought his cli-
ents deserved the best — in this
case, Corson’s Woods.

Not surprisingly, Sterr and
other city officials viev. the
state’s stance as unduly obsti-
nate. One city official com-
mented that “he (Walsh) keeps
talking about it as if it were his
land. Well, it’s state land, and all
the state is doing is holding it in
trust for the public.”

For now, the state has held
firm on its commitment to build
the homes. But construction has
been halted by a temporary
court order, and SIDC and ‘the
Protectors are still awaiting &
ruling on the Protector’s request
for‘a permanent injunction.’
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