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- Advocates hope to alleviate fears

B . ‘St. Joseph’s R.C. Church, Rose- -
* in the community through education

bank, and a staunch advocate of -
group homes. -
Monsignor Servodidio believes

By EILEEN AJ CONNELLY
ADVANCE STAFF WRITER

Time after time, crowds of an-
gry homeowners have jammed

cusations, the agencies which. op-
erate these homes finally realized
what they had been doing wrong.

‘the procedures the agencies are -
required to follow for siting group -
‘homes are wrong, and possibly -
“unconstitutional. “If everyone -

“A lot of the backlash was be-
cause of people not knowing what
these homes are and who lives
there,” said Laura Kennedy, the

“who bought or rented a house had
-to igo before the community -
_board, then it would be justified,” -
_he said. e
i Statelaw requires that the local -
‘government be notified in ad- -
‘vance. The state office which -
i " = | oversees the siting of group -
combat the backlash, advocatesof =~ homes by non-profit agencies de-
group homes have formed the Sta- .  cided that the best way to meet

community board meeting rooms
to protest proposals for group
gjo;mgls dfor the developmentally

a ed. _ w awmchairwoman of th iati 1
jpAfter repeatedly listening to. ~f0rtheHelp‘oi:,Retaid:;s mildren

R T T

o
i

ten Island Community Education

and Outreach Task Force.

Mrs. Kennedy, a member of the

task force, said at an Advance

Editorial Board meeting that =

their goal is to alleviate fear-
through education. B

“I have a difficult time when I -
go to these meetings and I hear
people saying the retarded are

. going to rape the old ladies and
- molest little children,” said Mon-
~ Signor John Servodidio, pastor of

this notification mandate in New -
York City — and at the same time, :
open a dialogue with the affected

neighborhood — is through the
community. boards.

In the past, “We felt we were
being remiss in telling community -

boards what we were really about

and what a community residence-
is,” said Robert Witkowsky, direc--
tor of the Staten Island Develop-

mental Disabilities Services Of--

fice (SIDDSO), the local arm of the
state Office of Mental Retarda-
tion and Developmental Disabil-
ities. ‘
On Your Mark, a West Brighton
agency that operates several
group homes for Islanders, re-:
cently tried a new tactic to win
over skeptical area residents.
The agency wants to open a new
group home for 10 developmen-
tally disabled young adults in
South Beach. Although On Your

Mark does not yet own the

McClean Avenue building it has

targeted for the group home, the:
agency embarked on a major

community outreach campaign.
Eugene Spatz, the executive di-
rector of On Your Mark, said the
agency contacted Community
Board 2 members, civic associa-
tions and the pastor of one of the
local churches. Agency employees
also went door-to-door on the
block, offering information and
asking prospective neighbgrs if
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ADVANCE PHOTOS/STEVE ZAFFARANG.

Linda Coull of Graniteville answers a question at an Advance Editorial Board meeting as Robert

Witkowsky, right, director of the Staten Island D

listens.’

added.

“Oversaturation” of group
homes for developmentally dis-
abled people is not defined by law.
The Padavan Law, on the other
hand, says a community may re-
ject a home site only if it would
change the character of the com-
munity, Ms. Kennedy Shields said.
Numerous homes that community
boards have voted against in the
past year have been approved by
the state because the boards could
not prove that level of impact, she
said.

Kathy Kennedy-Shields,
SIDDSO director of planning and
development for community resi-
dences, said the state and private

‘agencies pay careful attention to
details, such as the architectural
'themes in communities so that
group homes blend in the neigh-
borhood.

Says more are needed

Although there have been a
number of community residences
approved and opened on the Is-
land'in the past year, Witkowsky
said more are needed. Of the 250
Staten Islanders registered with
the SIDDSO for group home
placement, at least 150 need a

place right now, he said.

Spatz said the role of group
homes in the lives of developmen-
tally disabled people and their
families is changing. “It’s not a
last resort anymore,” he said.

“The stereotype is that a parent
waits until the individual is a
burden and the parent can’t care
for him anymore,” Spatz said. But
the generation of developmen-
tally disabled people who are now
entering adulthood see commu-
nity residences more in the way
other people see leaving their par-
ents’ home and going away to
college, he said.

Eric Coull moved into a com-

* munity residence when he was 19

years old. “These kids want to
leave home,” said his mother,
Linda Coull. “Mom is not the best
person in the world for a young
man to live with.”

Special education schools like
the Hungerford School in Clifton
stress placement in a community
residence as a positive step, Ms.
Coull added. “All through school,

they're saying independence,” she

said. ‘
Those positive steps can be
achieved in an even more inde-

evelopmental Disabilities Services Office (SIDDSO),

‘ pehdent setting, such as a support--

ive apartment. Developmentally
disabled people living in a group
home who have learned the neces-
sary daily living skills and need
only a small amount of guidance
or assistance are likely candi-
dates. !

Joe Lucerino, 33, an On Your:
Mark client who lives in a sup-.
portive apartment, said it offers:
him and his roommate the right
balance of independence and help..
“We shop, we cook, we do our
laundry, just like everybody else,”
he said. Living independently has
also allowed Lucerino to expand.
his social life. “I'm never home,”
he added.

The Advance Editorial Board
for this meeting consisted of
Brian J. Laline, Editor; Editorial
Page Editor Mark Hanley; City-
Editor Thomas Checchi; Assis-:
tant City Editor Ken Paulsen;:
copy editor )
Dominowski; and reporter Ei-:
leen AJ Connelly.) =

For a look at a day in the life of-
a group home, see tomorrow’s
Advance.

Michael .



