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“From the Director’s Chair”

“Closing The Last Institution”

by Thomas F. Kendziorski

The doors finally closed shut at the Southgate Regional Center, Michigan’s second-to-last institution for persons with developmental disabilities in 2001.  Those at the Mt. Pleasant Center still remain actively open for about two hundred consumers, many of whom have challenging needs to be sure, but whose mental health requirements could easily be met within their home community.  The presence of such an institution is a disgraceful stain on an otherwise stellar record of progressive advocacy in this state.  We must decide to finish the job and close the last public institution in the state of Michigan for persons with developmental disabilities.
Last fall, The Arc Michigan’s board of directors and its Michigan Conference of Executives have taken public positions to make every effort to push for the closure of this legacy state institution.  Make no mistake about it, The Arc of Michigan and its local chapters have admittedly been lax in their leadership to close this place.  That has now changed.  We know that there will be obstacles in the road ahead.  The City of Mt. Pleasant may have concerns over such a closure and how it affects jobs and the local tax base.  The employees’ union will undoubtedly have reservations about the loss of jobs for its membership.  Local judges across the state may also be reticent to close the Mt. Pleasant Center since many send individuals there to receive training to possibly stand trial and assist their counsel in criminal matters large and small (this can be accomplished locally and at a far lesser cost).  There may even be family members who favor a traditional institutional setting.  To them we need to provide education about self-determination, personal choice, and the myriad of mental health services in the community at large.  Finally, the governor’s office may not favor such a move for purely political reasons.  Nevertheless, the time has come to do what is right.  Community-based services have proven to work, over and over again.  Philosophy requires action, not merely rhetoric.

“The mission of the Mt. Pleasant Center, an agency of the Michigan Department of Community Health, is to empower individuals to achieve independence and personal aspirations.  The purpose of the Mt. Pleasant Center is to provide short-term residential-based supports and services to people with a developmental disability until a viable community option is available.” (www.mi.gov/mdch and search “Mt. Pleasant Center”)
According to the Oakland County Community Mental Health Authority (CMHA), there are three persons with developmental disabilities from our county at the Mt. Pleasant Center.  The cost of caring for one person is $540 per day.  That means $16,200 a month and $194,400 each year!  As an example, the average neighborhood group home budget is around $4,000 a month per person.  Our Oakland CMHA is working hard to bring these three individuals back home and provide them with community-based services.  It is interesting to note that most local CMH’s only pay 40% of the cost of placing someone at the Mt. Pleasant Center.  The remainder of the cost is borne directly by the state of Michigan.  Such a fiscal incentive must end.

What can you do?  Write your state representative and senator.  Contact the Director of the Michigan Department of Community Health, Janet Olszewski, and explain that the time is now to close this facility and that all mental health services can best be delivered in the community and at much less cost.  Explain that the job of closing our state institutions has been left unfinished and that basic human rights are at stake .……………. TFK.
