Jewish Family & Children’s Service 

Dear Secretary Dr. Bigby,

The Commonwealth is justifiable proud of its strong and enduring commitment to its citizens who have mental retardation.  The MA Department of Mental Retardation serves over 30,000 of our most vulnerable adults, and it does so with integrity and a commitment to a high quality of care.

As a professional who has worked in the disabilities field for over 25 years, I would like to call your attention to the crucial issue of adults who have developmental disabilities but who do not have mental retardation.  There are thousands of vulnerable adults who receive lifelong special education services yet when they turn 22, they are neither ready for the world of work or for independent living—yet they do not quality for DMR funding often because their IQ scores are a few points too high.  The vast majority of these adults (85% or more) live with their families.  The absence of essential services for these adults not only impacts their quality of life, but gravely increases the economic and emotional distress of their families.

Given the current state of our economy, we recognize that the Commonwealth cannot “open the flood gates” by suddenly changing the eligibility requirements for DMR services.  But we must take the time to plan for a future where all those who require essential services have access to them based on their functional need not an IQ score.  We need to plan for a day that provides ready access to

· Day and work supports,

· Respite and family support services for those who are providing lifelong care to adults with disabilities,

· And access to subsidized housing vouchers and support services for those adults who can and should live apart from their families.

Concurrently, we must be sure that our disability agencies have adequate funding and adequate flexibility to meet some of the needs of the families who providing the cast majority of care to our adults citizens who have developmental disabilities.  Specifically we need to:

1. Increase the flexibility of the MRC Extended Employment Program (EEP) to allow participation on a part time basis.  Right now, hundreds adults with developmental disabilities cannot pursue part-time employment (usually less than 15 hours per week) because they cannot remain home alone for extended periods of time while their parents are working.  The EEP program provides 30 hours per week of a supervised work at sub-minimum wage.  Families often need to choose between having their adult child be safely supervised for 30 hours rather than have them achieve the satisfaction and economic advantage of “real work”.  Through increased flexibility and almost no increase in funding, both can be achieved.

2. Ensure that subsidized housing units that are set aside for DMR clients are distributed to those who can use them most effectively.  Most adults who are in greatest need of DMR residential services cannot make use of small 1 and 2 BR apartments (because their needs for “around the clock” care require a larger, congregate setting).  We need to be sure that the procedures used for assigning these units take this into account.  Many adults who are “higher functioning” can make use of these units through a combination of flexible supports and family care giving.

3. Many adults with developmental disabilities could be well served through Masshealth programs like Group Adult Foster Care, but they do not qualify since they do not need “hand on” physical assistance.  These adults do require daily supervision in order to be sure that personal and household cleanliness and nutritious food are a part of their daily lives.  Flexing the GAFC standards, will increase eligibility and thus increase costs.  However, we need to develop a pilot project (perhaps with a slightly lower daily rate) where more adults with developmental disabilities can participate in the GAFC program.
4. Similarly we need to increase access for home care services for MRC clients (Budget Line item 4120-5000).  Homemaking services for even a few hours per week can be the key to successful adult living in the workplace and in the community.

5. If we are going to accomplish our goal of addressing the most essential needs of all adults with developmental disabilities, we need to be sure that adequate funds for the “turning 22” program (Budget Line 5920-5000) are allocated.  We will never “catch up” if we don’t address the annual reality of hundreds of adults with disabilities who age out of special education services.

Thank you in advance for your leadership and your support of the important work of serving the Commonwealth’s most vulnerable residents.

Sincerely,

Betsy Closs, MSW

Director, Services for People with Disabilities
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