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individual sets of clothes for each
resident, said Robert Witkowsky,
who worked at Willowbrook and is
now director of the Staten Island
Disabilities Services Office. The
decree called for individual stor-
age lockers for residents, who for-
me_rly slept in their shoes or with
their belongings stuffed in their
shirts, he said.

A year ago today, the settle-
ment of the decree was signed in
Brooklyn federal court. The final
Injunction includes provisions for
the continued monitoring of ser-
vices for the developmentally dis-
abled.

Willowbrook, which became tne
Staten Island Developmental Cen-
ter, officially closed in September
1987.

Gary Cohen, a former resident
of Willowbrook who now lives in a
Brooklyn residence run by the
Young Adult Institute, was beaten
by a staff member when he was at
the institution.

“It was the worst place,” he
said, reading from a statement.
Though life is unequivocally bet-
ter in the community residence,
Cohen said he needs more support
from the system to find a job and
live in an even more independent
setting. !

“The lesson we've learned is
that we should listen — and not_to
the professionals; listen to the in-
dividuals themselves whenever

possible and to their families,”
said James Walsh, associate com-
missioner of the state Office of
Mental ;

Retardation/Developmental Dis-

abilities and a former employee
and director of the Willowbrook
institution.

“That is where we're headed in
the 1990s,” he said. “Person-cen-
tered planning. In North Carolina,
they have a wonderful program.
They don't talk about services and
residential opportunities, as we

still do. A person comes in with a
set of needs and a tean listens.”

The approach is light years
from anything used when the Wil-
lowbrook State School, whose
campus had housed the Halloran
military hospital during World
War 11, opened in 1951 with 2,450
developmentally disabled chil-
dren. In 1962, the institution's cen-
sus peaked at 6,200, nearly double
its intended capacity of 3,500.

In 1971, a 21-year-old Advance
reporter, Jane Kurtin, exposed
the hideous conditions at Willow-
brook in a chilling series of arti-
cles. Within two months, TV re-
porter Geraldo Rivera picked up
the story and brought it nation-
wide attention.

The class action was brought
against the state the following
year, on behalf of 5300 Willow-
brook school residents.

Of all the forces that helped
spur reform, the most important
may have been the
Gorelick said.

Among many professionals in
the crammed, understaffed insti-
tution, “there was an overwhelm-
ing sense of apathy and hopeless-
ness,” he said. 20 i

Those who stood up for change
often were fired, Schneps said. s

Years ago, he believed the cru-
elty of Willowbrook was the result

parents,

of negative intent by everyone

involved with the institution, hé

said. Today he realizes “there was

some negative intent by some

“peopté. But what really” caused

Willowbrook was ignorance and
fear.” oy
CSI’s move to the campus “does
my heart good,” Schneps said. “A
college is the antidote to both
ignorance and fear.” i

Jack Gorelick, who was

invalved in the closing of the
Willowbrook State School,
spoke about some of the horrors
that took place at the

institution.



Robert
Witkowski, .|
director of
Staten Island
Develop-
mental -
Disabilities
Services,
spoke at the
dedication.



Ethan Ellis,
director of
New Jersey
Develop-
~ mental
Disabilities
Planning
Council,
listens to
speaker
e ames Walsh.
ADVANCE PHOTOS/MIKE FALCO s
Murray Schneps, a lawyer and parent who played a critical role in
the closing of Willowbrook State School, spaaks during the building
dedication.

The herIy dedicated building at the Willowbrook campus of the / ;-‘7 \
College of Staten Island.
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