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that they're there,” she says, sip-
ping a cup of coffee in the middle
of the day. “They’re not a bother

- at all. They're better than the fam-
ily that used to live there.”

Ms. Sweeney is not the only Sta-
ten Islander who has come to ac-
cept her developmentally disabled
neighbors as just that: Neighbors.

The Advance visited four com-
munity residences, chosen at
random, and asked area residents,
how, or if, their attitudes about the
sites have changed over time.

Only four of 35 people had any-
thing negative to say about the
community residences in their
neighborhoods. Situations may
vary among the 127 residences
scattered throughout the borough,
but we discovered the following.

Rosebank
In Rosebank, three or four times

a day, Barbara Russo walks by a
Beethoven Street community resi-

dence for 11 developmentally dis-
abled adults with her 4-month-old
grandson, Michael.

“I can’t even say I see them,”
she says. “Even when they go out,
there’s a staff person helping them
get on the bus.” :

Mrs. Russo remembers the cries
against establishing the home in
1991.

“I attended one of the commu-
nity board meetings,” she says. “I
couldn't see the objections. They
were thinking it would be a home
for juvenile delinquents.”

But a Vietnam War veteran and
his wife, living across the street
from the house, find fault: Filthy
surgical gloves litter the street
about twice a month, say Robert
and Santa Ottiano.

“I don’t know if it's their fault,
but I've found three or four laying
in the street. When the wind blows
they end up in front of my house,”
Ottiano says, downplaying his an-
noyance.

He’s never filed a complaint
with Independent Living Associa-
tion, the Brooklyn-based agency
that runs the Rosebank home.

“I'don’t own my house. I rent,”
he says. “I'm not a perfect person,
you know.”

The Ottianos also say they've
seen the home’s staff dump ash
trays with cigarette butts and fast
food containers into the street.

“It’s like only a handful of peo-
ple, 99 percent of [the staff] are
fine,” says Ottiano. ’

They hear distorted screams

. coming from the house regularly,

too, they say, but the screams are
the kind one would expect from
adults with childlike thinking.
Overall, the home has actually
blended into the community much

better than the Ottianos had antic-

ipated.

“It’s not as bad as people think it -

is,” says Ottiano. “You get lousy
people no matter where you go. I
thought it was going to be really
bad, that they were going to over-
run the neighborhood. But it’s not
like that.” . <

When told of the surgical gloves '~.

found in the street, an Independent
Living executive says it’s the first
he’s heard of it. ‘
“Right now, the garbage is
bagged and kept neatly outside.
We'll do better at it,” says ‘Arthur

Palevsky, associate execufive di-
rector. :

Surgical gloves are not used for
any medical procedures; ill resi-
dents are taken to doctors serving
the general public, says Palevsky.
Community residential staff
might use surgical gloves to han-
dle food or apply lotion, he says.

A handful of the Ottianos’ neigh-
bors mention nothing of the gar-
bage or surgical gloves, charac-
terizing the developmentally
disabled as non-threatening, non-
invasive neighbors.

\

Richmond Valley

On Madsen Avenue in Richmond
Valley, a young mother allows her
two small children to run past a
community residence for 14 disa-
bled people operated by United
Cerebral Palsy of New York State,
which opened in 1993. The children
whiz past the home with only the
sunshine as their chaperone.

Deborah Gaynor says she has no
reason to fear for the safety of
James, 8, and Jacqueline, 5.

“They -keep it clean. It doesn’t
smell. I don’t see anything,” says
Mrs. Gaynor, a police officer, who

- moved to the street in September.

Jacqueline has asked to play
with a child — who uses a wheel-
chair — living in the community-
residence.

“My daughter asks a lot of ques-
tions,” she says. “It’s a lot of ex-
plaining to do.” '

Like many interviewed in vari-
ous neighborhoods, Mrs. Gaynor is
concerned about the future of
community residences. She wor-
ries the Madsen Avenue place
could turn into another social
service provider. Her nightmare:
A drug rehabilitation center.

It would be highly unlikely that
any home used for residential
services would no longer be
needed, says Deborah Rausch,
spokeswoman for the state Office
of Mental Retardation and Devel-
opmental Disabilities (OMRDD).

-Private agencies that run homes
for the developmentally disabled
also own the property. If a private
agency were to sell, it would sell it
just as a private corporation

- would, says Ms. Rausch.

“If the state owned the land, the
state would be required to offer
the land for sale at public auction
before transferring jurisdiction to
another state department or
agency,” says Ms. Rausch.

Other Madsen Avenue residents
are more optimistic about the fu-
ture of the community residence
for the developmentally disabled
on their street. . ;



