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Company scraps plans for group homes in Cherry Hill

By LISA GRZYBOSKI
Courier-Post Staff 
For nearly a year, residents of the township's Brookfield and Cherry Hill Estates neighborhoods have been eagerly awaiting -- and in some cases fixated on -- the response to one question.
Would group homes for children with emotional and behavioral problems become their newest neighbors?
They got their long-awaited answer Friday.
The group homes aren't opening in Cherry Hill.
New Jersey MENTOR, the for-profit social services company that would have operated the two homes, released a statement Friday saying it expects the properties to shortly be put on the market for sale.
The company was leasing the houses from Scioto Properties LLC, an Ohio-based business that buys properties so they can be used for people with special needs. In this case, the state licensed each home for up to five children between 8 and 12 years old who had serious behavioral health issues ranging from aggression to psychiatric disorders.
"We believe today, as we did when we began this process, that Cherry Hill is a community where the children we serve could thrive," the statement said. "However, it is in no one's best interest for this process to continue indefinitely toward a resolution that remains uncertain."
At this time, the state's Department of Children and Families wants New Jersey MENTOR to continue focusing its resources on the youth group home the company opened in February in neighboring Voorhees, said Kate Bernyk, a department spokeswoman. With the ongoing time delay, the company didn't want to continue leasing two empty houses, she said.
"The DCF understands their decision and will continue to work with New Jersey MENTOR on their other state contracts for service in New Jersey," Bernyk said.
The Somerset-based company had a somewhat different explanation for its decision to leave the township. For the past 10 months, New Jersey MENTOR worked with people in the Cherry Hill community on the group home project and it looked like the process would have to continue for some time with no guarantee of a favorable outcome, said company spokeswoman Sarah Magazine.
"There is no question that this has been a very challenging situation," said Magazine, who noted the company has never before decided to close a group home before it's had a chance to open.
"Every situation is unique and presents an opportunity to learn," Magazine said. "For us, the positive outcome is that we have come to closure on Cherry Hill and are moving forward to serve other children in need of support."
New Jersey MENTOR received a $1.5 million state contract last year to provide 45 beds statewide for youths with behavioral needs, according to previous reports. Fifteen of the beds were to be in South Jersey: five at the Voorhees home and five apiece at the Cherry Hill houses. No decision has been made about where the 10 beds that were slated for Cherry Hill will now go, Bernyk said. It could be the company's contract will be reduced, she said.
The New Jersey MENTOR contract is part of a much wider DCF plan to open more youth group homes in the state so New Jersey children who are forced to leave the state for care can get it closer to home. Thus far, the DCF has reduced the number of children in out-of-state placements from 327 in March 2006 to 205 last month, a decrease of more than 30 percent, Bernyk said. No children were ever in a holding pattern waiting for the Cherry Hill houses to open, she said.
There was considerable reaction to the company's decision Friday.
"I'm extremely happy to hear this," said Andy Behrend, who lives in the Brookfield neighborhood. "There has to be an open, honest dialogue between state agencies, the private companies that work with them, and the communities. They can't come in cloak-and-dagger."
Many people have complained about how New Jersey MENTOR came into Cherry Hill and Voorhees without alerting neighbors or government officials about the group homes and the children who would be living there. They'vecriticized the state and federal law that permits group homes to open in any residential area without giving prior notification and without taking into consideration how many group homes a neighborhood already has.
"I think it's good for us," said Cherry Hill Estates resident Rich Brown of the decision. "Right now there are three group homes in Cherry Hill Estates. When do you reach the tipping point where you become known as the neighborhood with all the group homes?"
Assemblywoman Pam Lampitt, D-Camden County, who met with residents on several occasions about the group homes, including a tense town hall meeting last August, said she's sorry for the children affected. The state must help New Jersey youth with behavioral health problems now because the alternative is adults with behavioral problems and overcrowded psychiatric hospitals, she said.
With that said, Lampitt noted she was disappointed with how the sites were selected and the lack of information at the beginning, which caused people to flock to the Internet where they got inaccurate information that the group homes would house juvenile sex offenders and delinquents. She believes some degree of public notification must occur because of how quickly information, especially incorrect information, can now spread in the computer age.
Mayor Bernie Platt, speaking through his spokesman Dan Keashen, said: "We hope this process will be rectified and that in the future, New Jersey MENTOR or any other group home provider engages prospective neighborhoods and local governments before they move in."
The DCF works very closely with providers to find the best possible locations for group homes, Bernyk said. She added the DCF values and recognizes the importance being a good neighbor and being responsive to communities.
But those words now ring hollow for Bob Marshall, who lives close to the New Jersey MENTOR group home in Voorhees. He said the message to his neighborhood has been the group home is staying no matter what people's reactions are. It was assumed the message also applied to the Cherry Hill homes, he said.
"This is another case where the community has been told one thing and something else happens and that leads to distrust," Marshall said.
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