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Connelly:
CSI first on
Willowbrook

By JULIE MACK
Advance Staff Writer

In theory, nothing definite has
been decided about the future
use of the Staten Island Develop-
mental Center property (SIDC).
But at least some of those in-
volved with the issue view the
relocation of College of Staten
Island (CSI) to Willowbrook as a
near certainty.

Assemblywoman Elizabeth
Connelly, whose district includes
Willowbrook, says she feels
“only something really dra-
matic” will stop the state Office
of General Services from
transfering the bulk of the Wil-
lowbrook property to CSI.

“The state Division of Budget
has determined that that's the
site they want for the college,”
she said. “And the Division of
Budget really runs this state.”

Mrs. Connelly said that means
others with an interest in the
Willowbrook property must ne-
gotiate from the standpoint that
the college has first priority.

“It seems better to negotiate
than to go to war over the col-
lege plan,” Mrs. Connelly said.
Any attempt to kill the college
plan entirely would probably be
a losing battle, she said.

If there is a fight, the battle-
ground will probably be the
state task force, which was
formed last year to make rec-
ommendations on the disposition
of the Willowbrook property.
The task force, which is com-
prised of four state officials and
nine Islanders (including Mrs.

Connelly), meets again Thursday
at SIDC.

The group has not met since
July; monthly meetings were
suspended by-state General Ser-
vices Commissioner John Egan,
the task force chairman, who
wanted to wait until the college
submitted a formal proposal.
That delay has been viewed by
many as one sign that the state
will give the college plan first
consideration,

At stake are 300 acres, more
than 50 brick buildings and some
of the best woodlands left on

Staten Island; for the past 40

years the site has housed SIDC, a
state institution for the mentally
retarded which is scheduled to
close by the end of 1987.
Besides the college, others
with an interest in the property

include: the city Parks and Plan-

ning departments, who want the
woodlands and open areas for
community recreational use;
Mrs. Connelly and Island advo-
cates for the handicapped, who
want recreation and residential
facilities for the handicapped:;
the regional Little League asso-
ciation, which has talked about
establishing its headquarters at
Willowbrook; and community
groups, including Young Israel
of Staten Island, who would like
to develop community services
at the site.

The college proposal, which
was released earlier this month,
requests 187 acres carved
through the center of the SIDC
grounds. The' college wants the
land to build a new campus
consolidating the present cam-
puses at Sunnyside and St.
George.

While the plan leaves about

113 acres for other uses, there
are potential conflicts. One pos-
sible problem involves the
grassy open areas bordering the
main drive into the property.
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Those fields are now used exten-
sively by the community for ath-
letic competitions, and city
officials want it to stay that
way. In addition, the city wants
all the woodlands on the site
incorporated in the Greenbelt.
The college proposal includes
some of the ballfield areas and
some of the woodlands.

Thomas Paulo, administrator
of Staten Island Greenbelt, said
he is confident “something can
be worked out.” However, he
said the city is committed to
trying to keep the ballfields and
woodlands available for public
use.

He said that there is a desper-
ate need for ballfields on the
Island and those at Willowbrook
constitute an important commu-
nity resource. “We really need to
keep those because there’s no-
where else we can move,” he
said. ‘.
An even bigger conflict is
looming between the college and

" Island advocates for the handi-

capped, led by Mrs. Connelly,
who say the handicapped should
have first stake to the property.
“That land has been used by
the handicapped for the past 40
years,” she said. “They shopld
get something out of it now.’
The Staten Island Regional
Retardation and Disabilities
Council (SIRRDC), a consortium
of private and public agencies
and consumers, has submitted to
the state task force a proposal
that includes 60 facres for a
camp, 125 acres for a recre-
atior?al complex and a 200-bed
residential facility — all geared
especially for the handicapped.
Mrs. Connelly also wants the
state Office of Mental Retarda-
tion and Developmental Disabil- |
ities to set aside land for
building group homes in the fu-
ture. “We really need to protect
ourselves on this handicap .is-
sue,” Mrs. Connelly said. “They
(the handicapped) are still not
being accepted into the commu-

nity.”
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Mrs. Connelly and Harry
Friedland. SIRRDC chairman.
acknewledge that the Willow-
brook property cannot accom-
modate both the college
proposal as it stands now and all
the plans made by advocates for
the handicapped.

While they said they will not
ask for the state to deny the
college’s request for property,
both Mrs. Connelly and
Friedland questioned whether
the college needs as much as 187
acres.

“One thing that disturbs me is
that so much damn space is de-
voted to parking — space that
could be used for human ser-
vices,” Friedland said.

Mrs. Connelly also noted that
the college plans to use ground-
level rather than multi-story
parking structures, and added,
“The college’s bite gets bigger
and bigger. When I first heard
about their proposal, they were
talking about something like 106
acres.”

She said it may be possible to
convince the college to trim its
request. “I think there’s room to
bargain,” she said.

Mrs. Connelly acknowledged
that she would rather have the
college build a new campus in
Ocean Breeze. College officials
bought a 110-acre site there
years ago for that purpose, but
now say that relocating to Wil-
lowbrook would be less expen-

sive because they can renovate

some of SIDC's facilities.

“Cne problem I see (with mov-
ing CSI to Willowbrook) is the
transportation,” she said.

She said Willowbrook is less
convenient in terms of mass
transit and college traffic could
put a considerable strain on Vie-
tory Boulevard, the main access
road to the Willowbrook
grounds. About 5200 students
currently attend CSI's two cam-
puses each day.

The college hopes to build an
access ramp between the Wil-
lowbreok grounds and the Wil-
lowbrook Expressway. Mrs.
Conhelly noted. But she ques-
tioned whether funding could be
obtained for that project. and
whether the ramp might destroy
some of the open area that city
officials are hoping to preserve.
“I think this whole issue needs
fuller discussion,” Mrs. Connelly
said.

But even despite her reserva-
tions, she acknowledged that
Willowbrook is a ‘“‘fantastic
place for a campus” and said, “Tt
beats the idea of selling the land
piecemeal to developers.”

Friedland also said he is not
against the college proposal.

“We just want a fair shake.”
he said. "I just hope the consid-
eration for our proposal will be
as great as consideration for the
college. What disturbs me is that

‘this all seems too pre-deter-

mined.

“The task force was set up as
a democratic body to weight
proposals for disposition of the
grounds, but. you don't have to
read between the lines to see
what direction the state is head-
ing. Everything indicates the
college is going to go there.

“T just hope there is room for
both of us. T hope so. T sure hope
s0.”



