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A community-based system has long proven that it is more cost-effective, and that people with disabilities receive equal and better services than they do in institutions and have more fulfilling, enjoyable lives. 

 

Every year in Massachusetts, when the calendar inches closer to summer and springtime actually feels like springtime, most Bay Staters feel a sense of hope, optimism and rebirth after a long, cold and dark winter. But for a significant percentage of the commonwealth's population - people living with disabilities, their families and those who work with them - this time of year brings feelings of anxiety, dread and foreboding.

That's because it is also the time when the budget is being crafted on Beacon Hill, and the people who rely on the programs funded by the spending plan have seen their supports put at risk year after year. Even in strong fiscal times, human services funding is not a priority. And in an era of deficits and cuts, funding for the people most in need is often the first item to go.
 
This year, however, there is a rare opportunity for the state to leverage significant savings for people living with developmental disabilities. Gov. Deval Patrick has recommended that Massachusetts close all but two of its large and outdated state hospitals, and integrate those receiving services there into community-based systems. 

 

This action has dual benefits. It will save tens of millions of dollars that can go toward restoring and improving services that were eliminated in recent budgets.
  

Additionally, community settings have proven over the last 40 years to provide equal or better care and to enhance the lives of people living with disabilities. 

 

The first of these institutions - the Fernald Development Center in Waltham - is set for closure next month. Three others will follow in subsequent years.

 

For a long time, state hospitals were the only options for people living with developmental disabilities. At its peak, more than 10,000 people received services and supports at Massachusetts institutions. But in the early 1970s, disabilities professionals and families, motivated by a lack of options and a pattern of abuse and neglect in institutions across thecountry, began clamoring to bring people with disabilities back into the community. 


Today, fewer than 800 people live in Massachusetts' six remaining institutions. Yet the cost of operating these large structures dwarfs the price of the community-based system. Dollars needed to provide services are unfortunately going, in many cases, to maintain six campuses with empty buildings rather than serving people directly in need.

 

The money that is being used to keep these outdated centers open could and should be better spent in the community. The House endorsed a budget that cuts $11 million from residential services, meaning hundreds of people couldbe forced to move home with elderly parents who don't have the ability to provide the services their adult children require for survival. Day and employment services were reduced by nearly $4 million, which will leave several hundred more without their jobs or daily activities and, again, force them home without proper supports. The closure of Fernald and the others would more than pay for these and other services on the chopping block.


Closing institutions is not a radical idea or an untested step. While Massachusetts has six, the rest of the five New England states have a combined total of one. This is mirrored across the country. Simply put, the days of the large state institutions are over. The community-based system has proven, for more than a generation now, that it is more cost-effective, and that people with disabilities receive equal and better services than they do in institutions and have more fulfilling, enjoyable lives.
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