Families of developmentally disabled oppose N.J. institutions' closure, report says
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TRENTON -- A group of advocates for people with developmental disabilities ramped up lobbying efforts today against legislation that would shutter five of the seven state institutions that house nearly 3,000 state residents.

The advocates released a report showing that many people with family members in developmental centers don't want them moved.

"The study is just proving what we already knew," said Robin Sims, whose daughter has autism and lives in the Hunterdon Developmental Center. "This is just an attempt to get legislators to listen."

Assemblyman Lou Greenwald (D-Camden) unveiled legislation early this year that would close the majority of the state's developmental centers within five years and instead spend the money on community housing.

The proposal ignited an emotional debate, with proponents saying it would de-institutionalize people with disabilities. Opponents said it would leave those people without proper care.

The group, Advocates for New Jersey Developmental Center Residents, surveyed families of people in six of the state's institutions. They said 96 percent of respondents -- 61 percent of those solicited -- said they wanted their family member to remain at the developmental center in which they are living.

"We have really severely disabled people living in our centers," Sims said at a Statehouse news conference. "They are not going to get the nursing care, they are not going to get their rehabilitative programs that they need" in a group home.

Susan Bence, of Berkeley Township, was among families of people with developmental disabilities who attended the event. She said she worried about where her sister, who is 51-years-old, blind and cannot speak, would be sent if the Green Brook Regional Center closed. Her sister was in several group homes before she began living in the Somerset County center.

"They just kept her in a room, basically with no interaction," Bence said. "They didn't have the training or the capability to care for someone like my sister."

Under Greenwald's proposal, the money that funds the centers would instead go to community housing. Greenwald said it would also be used to fund services needed for people with disabilities, which are now available to people in developmental centers but not in group homes.

"The reason why it's not there in the public is because the (developmental centers) are eating up a third of the developmentally disabled budget," said Greenwald. "So what we would do is guarantee the same services or better, as they've done in other states, for those families."

He added the bill is about providing a choice to people with disabilities.

"Even if four percent want to be moved, why should that 4 percent be left in an institution if they don't want to be?" he said.

Under Greenwald's legislation (A-3625), two facilities - one in North Jersey and one in South Jersey - would remain open for people who want to stay.

The legislation is pending in the Assembly Human Services Committee. An identical version (S-2654), sponsored by Sen. Joseph Vitale (D-Middlesex), is pending in the Health, Human Services and Senior Citizens Committee.

-End-
