Controversial group home to open in Cherry Hill
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CHERRY HILL

After four months of deliberations, the New Jersey Department of Children and Families announced on Wednesday its intentions for two youth group homes that have ignited controversy in the township.

The group home on Tanforan Drive in Cherry Hill Estates will open over the next two months while the home on West Valleybrook Road in the Brookfield subdivision will remain closed into the new year.

Commissioner Kevin Ryan notified residents of his department's decision via letters that were distributed Tuesday. The letters were released to the media Wednesday.

"(The) DCF has worked to understand the concerns of the Cherry Hill community," Ryan wrote. "We know it has been important for us to open communications so local residents could speak directly with DCF managers and receive answers to their questions."

The department contracted with New Jersey MENTOR, a for-profit company based in Somerset, to run two group homes in Cherry Hill and a third in Voorhees. Each of the homes will house five Camden County-area children between 8 and 12 years old who have emotional and behavioral health problems. State officials have stressed the children have been screened and won't pose a danger to the community.

The Voorhees home, in the Lake Villa Estates neighborhood, has previously scheduled an opening sometime in January.

In recent years, the state sent many of the children out of state for care, some as far away as Florida, Georgia and Illinois, Ryan wrote. At the urging of child advocates, the state now wants to help the kids in a community setting close to home, which increases their chances of successful treatment and reunification with their families.

Many residents in the neighborhoods affected, however, don't want the group homes to open out of public safety, school and property value concerns. They describe themselves as hardworking, dual-income households who moved to Cherry Hill and Voorhees for the safe neighborhoods and good schools.

Many said they resent the fact the DCF and New Jersey MENTOR by federal and state law didn't have to notify the public the group homes were coming in.

"That the laws have been passed in such a way that they can do this to a community is so wrong," said Andy Behrend, who lives in the Brookfield neighborhood. "My understanding of the Constitution is that due process is required and I thought due process is for everybody."

The children are expected to move into the Tanforan Drive home sometime in late January, said Suzanne Carney, acting state director of New Jersey MENTOR. It's still unclear if the home will be for boys or girls, she said.

In the coming weeks, the company will hold an open house at the residential property to meet neighbors and answer questions, Carney said. She noted neighbors have already received a letter with information about how the company can be contacted 24 hours a day, seven days a week.

Residents in the Brookfield neighborhood will begin to receive information after the New Year about joining discussions. The sessions will be aimed at both opening a greater dialogue on the issue and helping the DCF complete its evaluation of the Brookfield situation, Ryan wrote.

In the interim, New Jersey MENTOR won't look for housing alternatives, Carney said.

"We remain optimistic that we will be able to serve these children in the home we have leased on West Valleybrook Road," she said.

The DCF on Wednesday also announced that Catherine DeCheser, a longtime Cherry Hill resident and CEO of the Pennsauken-based Community Planning and Advocacy Council, will serve as a liaison between the neighborhoods, the department and New Jersey MENTOR. She has a long history of grass roots social welfare advocacy and a deep love of Cherry Hill, said Mayor Bernie Platt, who pushed the DCF to include her in the process.

Platt said he's let Ryan and the DCF know he's disappointed with how the group home process in Cherry Hill was handled.

"A lot of damage has been done and now my staff and I are going to come in and try to undo some of that," DeCheser said. "What's really stirring the pot here is it wasn't presented well. There's a lot of good-willed people in Cherry Hill that just got panicked."

KEY POINTS
Five children will be housed at a group home at 412 Tanforan Drive in Cherry Hill beginning in late January.

A second group home planned for West Valleybrook Road in Cherry Hill will not open for now.
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