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Center’s closing a complex process
Nine residents, 260 employees remain.

By Jennifer L. Boen

jboen@news-sentinel.com

When the last state-owned institution for people with mental retardation, mental illness and developmental disabilities closes in just nine days, a significant chapter of Fort Wayne and Indiana history will end.

For some, the story of the Fort Wayne State Developmental Center brings memories of love and care given to thousands of men and women who lived there, as well as children in the earliest days.

If the walls of the buildings on the 140-acre campus could speak for others, they might tell a different story – one of loneliness, confinement, even abuse.

Nine residents remain at the center, 4900 St. Joe Road, said John Parks, director of business operations for the state’s Bureau of Developmental Disability Services. The bureau is part of the Indiana Family and Social Services Administration, which announced in October 2005 the center would close by June 30 of this year.

FSSA officials said residents could be better served in community housing such as Medicaid waiver homes and group homes. Closing the center would also save money. Care at the center costs taxpayers about $900 a day per resident, versus $150-$400 a day for community-based care.

“By the 20th of April, those (nine) residents will transition out,” Parks said. He is overseeing the final steps in closing the center. “Closing an institution is a detailed, intensive process. You have to aggressively manage the details,” said Peter Bisbecos, director of the Division of Disability and Rehabilitative Services within FSSA.

Despite having a small number of residents, as of Tuesday, 260 employees were still on the payroll. In January, there were 600 employees and about 50 residents. All employees have been given 60-day layff notices, Parks said, noting, “It’s never easy to tell employees we’re closing. The last big group will leave on May 5,” Parks said, with a few workers left to tie up administrative details.

Meanwhile, employees not needed for direct care-giving are sorting and cleaning and working in clerical and administrative capacities to ensure all medical records are appropriately transferred and that the center continues to get maximum reimbursement for Medicaid.

“The site is getting ready to be transferred over to the two universities,” Parks said. The state has turned the land over to Indiana University-Purdue University Fort Wayne and Ivy Tech Community College of Indiana.

The Northeast Indiana Innovation Center already encompasses 13.7 acres of the property, and 18.2 acres were deeded three years ago to Ivy Tech, which will receive another 45 acres. IPFW will receive 40 acres. The land transfer to IPFW is a strange turnabout, as the current IPFW campus was once farmland worked by some of the more than 2,000 residents who once lived at the developmental center.

Finding new homes for the residents and helping employees find jobs with private service providers or in other positions have for the most part gone well, Bisbecos and Parks said. Multiple job fairs have been held for employees.

When the closure was announced, the then-1,000 workers were state employees. That ended Jan. 1, 2006, when all remaining workers became employees of Liberty Healthcare, a private Pennsylvania company contracted by the state to manage the resident transition process. Liberty was paid $95 million. The American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees, a union representing 200 state employees at the center, was unsuccessful in court stopping the transfer of employment from the state to Liberty.

Providers of housing and services have stepped up, finding homes, hiring caregivers and building new kinds of housing, Bisbecos said. In the process, state officials and providers recognized some residents’ behavioral needs were so great they could not be accommodated in non-secure community settings. Extensive Support Needs, or ESN, homes, with high staffing and extra-sturdy and safe construction, were developed.

By the end of May, the state will have 60 ESN slots in newly constructed homes available. Twenty-six residents of the Fort Wayne State Developmental Center have been moved or soon will be moved into the ESN homes in the Fort Wayne area, South Bend, Indianapolis and several other communities around the state.

The private case management company IPMG, contracted by FSSA last summer, is overseeing residents’ plans of care.

Bisbecos acknowledges it can take years to find outcomes that the mentally retarded/developmentally disabled person can continually work toward.

“We’re working toward a new definition of quality,” he said. “These folks need a lot of team support.”

Local law enforcement is part of that support, he said. Longtime institutionalized individuals might have behavioral problems that would require officers to be called.

“But Fort Wayne has the most mature diversion program I’ve seen for this population,” Bisbecos said, praising the work of the Fort Wayne Police Department, and in particular, Dottie Davis, in development of the Crisis Intervention Team.

If an altercation occurs in a waiver home, the goal is to keep the individual out of the criminal system. “We do occasionally find ‘call 911’ in someone’s care plans. We make (staff) remove that,” Bisbecos said.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

© 2007 News-Sentinel and wire service sources. All Rights Reserved.

http://www.fortwayne.com 

