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Good morning. My name is Mark van Voorst. I’m the new Executive Director for The Arc New 

York, formerly known as NYSARC. Thank you Assemblywoman Gunther and the Assembly 

Standing Committee on Mental Health and Developmental Disabilities for giving me the 

opportunity to testify on the adequacy of housing opportunities for people with intellectual 

and developmental disabilities.  

While I’m new to The Arc New York, I’ve worked in the I/DD field for 39 years. For the last 16 

years, I served as CEO of a New York City nonprofit provider that was dedicated to helping 

New Yorkers with developmental disabilities be independent, and integrated into their 

communities. I have worked extensively with parents, family members, people with 

disabilities, providers, and OPWDD on the issue before us today. 

Many people with developmental disabilities and their families worry about the future, and 

whether or not they or their loved one will ever have a home of their own. This anxiety 

becomes more acute as caregivers age and in-home care inevitably becomes more difficult. 

The availability of residential opportunities is a longstanding issue, and is a growing problem 

for a number of reasons.    

First, while OPWDD has provided some information to illustrate the scope of the problem, 

such as the number of people on the waiting list, there continues to be considerable concern 

about the accuracy of this data. This lack of confidence in the data undermines confidence in 

the broader effort to resolve the residential issue. We need to address this so we can begin to 

fix the system, and regain the trust of families and their loved ones we support. 

Second, due to OPWDD’s limited resources and staff attrition, there is a concern that the 

agency does not have the capacity to utilize existing vacancies or develop new residential 

opportunities in a timely manner. Frankly, if OPWDD were appropriated all the capital and 

operating funding it could conceivably need, those funds could not fix the situation without 

sufficient administrative and operational staff. 

This point is illustrated by the following operational reality experienced by many providers 

and families across the state: 

 Vacancies are not being filled in a timely manner at the regional level. This existing 

unused capacity must be maximized if residential needs are to be effectively 

addressed. 

 

 For the last few years, residential placements have primarily been in response to 

emergency situations, such as when a family caregiver passes away. This has resulted 

in many of those classified as having a substantial residential need living in fear, with 

their parents alarmed by the possibility that only when they die will their child find 

the home he or she needs.  

 



 Labor intensive and time-consuming referral and screening procedures, coupled with 

the lack of administrative staff, has made matching an individual with existing 

capacity very difficult.  

 

 Lengthy and complicated procedures to create new or more appropriate residential 

capacity, including Certificate of Need (CON) and Prior Property Approval (PPA), 

hamper provider efforts to convert existing vacancies into appropriate person-

centered space to match the needs of individuals waiting for a placement. 

 

 State-approved rates for specialized populations from developmental centers, private 

residential schools, and nursing homes have typically been adequate to pay for 

necessary and available staffing. But there have been extraordinary circumstances 

where no amount of funding could address the safety and incredibly challenging needs 

presented by the individuals placed. These situations can create financial ruin for 

providers, and can undermine achieving state placement priorities by causing all 

providers to reconsider accepting any such individuals. We had to ultimately merge 

one of our Chapters who accepted people with such significant needs who should 

never have been placed in the community. The Chapter lost $1.2 million over two 

years, had 26 staff injuries in 12 months, and staff literally walked out on the job due 

to the lack of proper supports. In these circumstances, OPWDD needs to be 

immediately available to move such individuals back to the original setting, if possible, 

or to a developmental center. The provider should be supported in accepting another 

individual from a specialized setting to replace individuals who have been returned. 

Another major issue compounding these concerns is that funding to recruit and retain staff 

remains totally inadequate, and has resulted in a growing staffing crisis. It should be noted 

that: 

 Smaller, person-centered residential opportunities require more, not less staff; and 

 

 Existing staff vacancies have forced the discontinuation, rather than expansion, of 

some existing residential beds. 

We are grateful Assemblywoman Gunther to you and your colleagues for recognizing the 

Direct Support Professional wage issue. The $55 million included in this year’s state budget is 

an important first step to provide DSPs a living wage. However, as you know, it’s a multi-year 

commitment to get DSPs to a living wage, so the #bFair2DirectCare campaign is looking for 

the Legislature and Governor to continue to provide funding to support this critical 

workforce. 

While the state budget has also included an appropriation of $120 million for the last few 

years to provide additional opportunities, including residential, we are not clear whether this 

is new money, how much has already been spent, and how much is for people living at home. 

We are looking for clarification on these questions. 



To its credit, OPWDD has put together a new plan that would provide residential services and 

supports for 6,800 people, who primarily live at home, over the next three years. Each year, 

nearly 1,300 people would be placed into existing vacancies, and about 1,000 would be 

placed into newly developed residential supports. 

We applaud OPWDD for advancing this plan, but key questions remain unanswered. First, to 

what extent will the 6,800 placements meet real demand over the next three years? How 

exactly has need been defined to establish this list? What specific data is it based on?   

And of course, the key question is whether OPWDD and the provider community have the 

capacity to turn this plan into reality given limited funding and insufficient staffing. 

Family members across the state are so concerned that there aren’t enough residential 

opportunities for their loved ones, that they formed the Keep the Promise Family 

Coalition. This coalition wrote a Report to the Governor in August urging him to keep the 

promise engraved on a plaque unveiled at the closing of Willowbrook that underscored the 

state’s “commitment to provide an extensive and comprehensive program of community living 

opportunities for its citizens with mental retardation and developmental disabilities.” But 

since there are insufficient residential opportunities, people with I/DD must live at home with 

their parents, which can be as restrictive as an institution if the caregiver is unable to provide 

community integration. 

While we understand the state is facing challenges, we hope the Legislature will address the 

concerns I’ve highlighted today during the budget process.  

Thank you again for this opportunity to share our concerns about the inadequacy of 

residential opportunities for people with I/DD.  

 


