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 The Willowbrook State School was opened in 1947 by the State of 

New York as an institution for the developmentally disabled (then referred 

to as mentally retarded). Due to the intervening of World War II, it was 

converted for use by the Veteran’s Administration as an army hospital 

(Halloran General Hospital) from 1942 to 1947. From its outset in 1947, 

Willowbrook was a warehouse for the defective dregs of our society, the 

place of last resort, and deteriorated continuously until 1975 when the world 

shaking Willowbrook Consent Judgment was executed and entered. The 

filing of the Willowbrook Class Action in 1972 commenced a vigorous 

defense by the State of its desperate and unjustifiable effort to prolong its 

system of institutionalization. The suit was necessary in spite of the fact that 

Sen. Robert Kennedy visited Willowbrook in 1965 and described it as a 

“snake pit.” The State’s resistance to establishing the system of small 

community residential homes and services crumbled during the trial 

resulting in the entry of the Judgment in the summer of 1975. 

 A vigorous, persistent and committed Willowbrook Review Panel 

created under the terms of the judgment appointed by the parties and 

confirmed by the Federal Court pressed the implementation of the Judgment. 
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It assured improved conditions for the developmentally disabled. More 

importantly, the Judgment opened the door for the elimination of the system 

of institutionalization and created of a system of small community 

residential homes and services. Vigilant and tenacious Panel members 

implemented this new system. 

 Beginning with the summer of 1975 the care and treatment of the 

developmentally disabled within the State of New York benefitted from a 

new system that provided residential and day programs and services in 

appropriate settings at a much lower cost. The victory vindicated and 

validated the realization of a dream and goal long held by the advocates and 

parents who dared to see their children fulfill the opportunity to live their 

lives in conditions as close to “normal” as possible. The concept of 

“normalization” became a reality. 

 This highly effective system survived and thrived for the past 40 

years. Sadly and frighteningly, this magnificent social experiment is now 

regressing and none are loudly protesting this loss and move back to the 

system of institutionalization. This is not a game. We are talking about the 

rights of the developmentally disabled to live full and fulfilling lives. Old 

advocates can no longer step forward and new advocates are without the 

experience gleaned over the past 40 years. Parents, advocates and service 
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providers have been lulled into silence, disuse and atrophy, seemingly 

unable to shift into an action mode.  

 In the past few years the State of New York has refused to finance and 

open any new small community residential homes. In spite of the fact that 

each day more disabled babies are born and more parents and relatives of the 

developmentally disabled living at home are aging and dying, no new homes 

are being developed or opened. Where will those people go and where will 

they receive the necessary and required residential and related services? The 

sad and horrific answer is that such people will be moved under emergency 

conditions into any available beds; meaning hospitals, nursing home and old 

closed institutions wherever they may be.  

 Some may think that this is not a cry for immediate action but simply 

another old man making noise. We are having financial problems “stupid.” 

 The truth is that I believe my own eyes and brain rather than the 

words of hollow assurances. It is incontrovertible that where there is no 

availability of existing local residential homes for those in need of space, it 

is inevitable that people will be housed in institutions. It is not possible to 

provide appropriate humane residential services to developmentally disabled 

citizens in an institution. It has never happened.  There are and cannot be 

“good institutions.” The concept of “good institution” is an oxymoron. 
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 This is the time to maintain the hard fought victories for the 

vindicating the rights for the developmentally disabled 40 years ago. Yet, in 

a mean spirited and irresponsible move of a pen the State is erasing the 

rights secured several decades ago. 

 Do not accept the weak arguments that the determination is based 

upon a weak economy. When it comes to the re-establishment of a system of 

institutionalization, there is no economy of size. It is indisputable that 

institutions are more expensive than small community homes and services.  


