STATEMENT TO THE HUMAN SERVICES COMMISSION – SEPTEMBER 21, 2011
MABLEY DEVELOPMENTALCENTER: Oasis for Individuals with Complex Needs –by Cindy Black, Mother

My daughter, Dawn Furtek, age 45, is a unique individual who has autism, deafness and epilepsy.  Dawn was born on an Air Force base while her father was serving his country.  She experienced a lack of oxygen during birth and  went into status epilepticus twelve hours after birth.  She contracted spinal meningitis at the age of fifteen months and stopped breathing during a seizure several months later.  Thus unfolded a very challenging journey for Dawn and her family.  Obtaining adequate services for Dawn has been an ongoing battle especially since Dawn has both autism and deafness.  Mabley Developmental Center has literally been a life saver for Dawn and her family.
Mabley is a specialized, homelike center that serves the developmentally disabled with challenging behavior, and sensory impairments.  It is the only state facility in Northwest Illinois.  It has the capacity to serve 110 individuals and is currently serving approximately 91 at a cost lower than other SODCs.  Prior to the announced closing, the center continued to get referrals and to make new admissions including admissions from other facilities.
Dawn has struggled with difficult to manage aggressive and self-injurious behaviors which resulted in the need for residential placement at age eighteen.  After being rejected by multiple “community” placements and being placed on waiting lists for placements that never materialized, Dawn was accepted for placement at what was left of Dixon Developmental Center into a program specifically designed to serve individuals with developmental disabilities including autism, deafness, deaf-blindness, and challenging behaviors – individuals for whom placements could not be found in the community or other SODCs.  A new facility was built to house the program and became Mabley Developmental Program – a very unique, specialized, and highly developed program with a stable, well-trained staff – possibly the only such program in the country.  
A stable, well-trained staff is critical to successfully serving individuals with complex needs who need consistent structure and predictability, individualized treatment and appropriate therapeutic activities. The additional specialized skills, such as fluency in sign language and augmentative communication strategies, take time and effort to develop and maintain.  According to the director of a major community provider, staff turn-over is the biggest problem for community service providers.   At one point, Dawn was placed in a “group home”.  She was asked to leave the program after several months due to the programs inability to meet her unique needs.  Fortunately she was able to return to Mabley.  Many individuals at Mabley have experienced traumatic unsuccessful “community” placements.
Certain legislators and so-called advocates believe that by closing Mabley and other SODCs there will be more money to serve individuals in the community.  Unfortunately, they are ignoring the fact that the community is not equipped to adequately serve individuals with complex needs.  States who have successfully closed state operated facilities without abandoning their most vulnerable and needy citizens first developed and funded community services at a cost considerably higher than what it cost to serve the same individuals in a state operated facility.
Dawn lives in a cost-effective state-operated facility that allows her to participate in a community that has been her home for twenty-seven years.  She enjoys home visits but makes it clear that she wants to go home.  Dawn is cared for in a comprehensive, stable manner that meets her social-emotional, behavioral and medical needs.   The staff at Mabley worked diligently to provide treatment that has virtually eliminated her most severe behavior of cutting her hand open repeatedly severing tendons.  If Dawn were to lose her home, it is a certainty that this behavior and her other challenging behaviors would return placing her and others at grave risk.  The expertise and stability of the Mabley program has allowed Dawn to lead a fulfilling life, maximizing her participation in community activities and maintaining relationships with her caretakers, family and friends. 
