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Testimony of Dianne Glennon
To the Joint Committee on Housing

May 7, 2013

RE: SB 601
Dear Chairpersons and Committee Members,

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to address you on Senate Bill 601: Resolve providing for an investigation and study by a special commission relative to the need for accessible homes for the elderly, returning veterans with disabilities, and families that include persons with disabilities.  My name is Dianne Glennon and I am the Secretary of the Massachusetts Developmental Disabilities Council.  The Council strives to improve the system of supports for individuals with developmental disabilities and their families by bringing together lawmakers and advocates to make sure people with developmental disabilities are included in public policy decisions.  The Council works with legislators and policymakers to serve as an impartial educational resource to inform public policy at both state and federal levels to better meet the needs of individuals with developmental disabilities and their families.
Our current housing supply makes it difficult for families that include a person with limited mobility to find a home without paying for expensive improvements. Senate Bill 601 will ultimately expand community living opportunities for people with developmental disabilities who have mobility challenges. The bill will work towards accomplishing this by establishing a Commission that will study home visitability standards and make recommendations about increasing the accessibility and inclusiveness of the Commonwealth’s housing stock.
Currently, federal and state laws exist that promote accessibility in larger housing units. Unfortunately, these laws do not affect single or two-family homes in the community where many people with developmental disabilities live. SB 601 addresses this gap.  
Many people (i.e. those with Cerebral Palsy, Multiple Sclerosis) have physical limitations that are not visible by virtue of them being in a wheelchair and being labeled ‘handicapped’.  Additionally, individuals with developmental disabilities may have a variety of factors that contribute to mobility challenges.  My sister had major orthopedic surgery at the age of four that enabled her to walk.  This, coupled with a loss of oxygen suffered during minor surgery shortly after birth, has resulted in her having difficulties with depth perception, i.e. stepping off a curb can seem like stepping off a cliff to her.   She had other health issues resulting in major surgery where I’ve needed to provide her with accessible bathroom facilities when she’s come to visit from her group home.   A 52 year old peer of hers who recently passed away, suffered from Alzheimer’s and spent the last several years of her life in a nursing home.  She could not visit her parents, who were themselves in their late eighties, because she was confined to a wheelchair and their home was not visitable.   I, personally, cannot remember a time when I have not had people close to me who did not have some kind of mobility challenge, and I have accommodated both them and my own future needs by choosing to live in a first floor condo with no stairs.   
My parents spent many years looking for a suitable home to convert to a group home for my sister in the early nineties so that she would always have a place in the community.   The home had to be able to be converted to being handicapped accessible and finding such a home was a very difficult ordeal for them.   The creation of single and two family homes with visitability considerations at inception – (an at grade entry, wide enough to accommodate a wheelchair, with an accessible first floor bathroom) makes sense.  It not only provides future housing stock for people with developmental disabilities, it is also economical.   The additional upfront costs will be far outweighed by the savings for any conversions required later in the life of the home-whether it be for the original owners to have disabled loved ones visit, for themselves to age in place, or for a time when an unexpected accident or illness leaves a family member in need of the minor accommodations that could have been made during the original construction of the home, but that become major construction after the fact.   Ultimately a town that provides such new homes will be found as a more attractive, inclusive community in which to live and may see the benefits of visitability requirements as providing future tax revenues.  Eight states and almost fifty local governments have already taken steps to avoid such barriers at little or no added cost by adopting a visitability policy that applies to new construction of single family homes. 

 In summary, the Massachusetts Developmental Disabilities Council supports Senate Bill 601.  The Council supports policy initiatives that help people with developmental disabilities lead successful lives in their communities.  Ensuring housing accessibility is a crucial step in making this happen. We applaud Senator Jehlen for introducing such an important piece of legislation and thank members of the Joint Committee on Housing for your continued support on behalf of people with disabilities.
Thank You,
Dianne Glennon

Secretary

The Massachusetts Developmental Disabilities Council
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