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To The Editor:

Recent announcemants of

plans lo site group homes
and other similar facilitias in
eastern Queens highlight
the need lo change the
axisting process which
denles any real opportunity
tor communily members to
gel their concerns
addressed. | had allended
numerous public hearings
and meetings over 1he
placement of group homes.
After attending a maeting
on the siling ol a group
home in Littie Neck in 1988,
| observed, first hand, how
the provisions of Secllon
41.34 of the Siate Mental
Hygiene Law governing the
siting of group homes,
needlessly exacerbales
community tensions.

Rather, the process should
serve 10 millgate community
CONCErns.

My proposal would
improve the opperiunity for

input and revlew and lo
provide accountability in the
siling of state-licensed
greup homes, also known
as community residences.
As a neighborhood activisl
and as an altorney with
extensive experience In
government at bolh the
state and city levels, |
propose that lhe state law
be amended lo require that
the state agency which
licenses thé proposed
facility in & community, rather
than a city communily board,
1o 1) nolify allecled
community members; 2)
hold a public hearing In the
communily near -the
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proposed tacility; 3) provide
a 60 day comment period
following the public hearing;
and 4) provide resident the
opportunity, presenily
allorded community board
under exisling law, 1o
propose alternate sites; and
5) mandate 1hal 1he

.ommunity be able 1o
jresent arguments ol over-
saturation but, unlike \he
current law, consider the
existence of all types_of
community facililies which
may ‘mpact a neighborhaod.

My plan would slop the
practice thal pits nelghtor
against neighbor. The
exisling procedure has lhe
unintended allact of pulling
neighborhood rasidents
who serve on a community
board in the pasition of
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approving a group home
near many of their
heighbors.

Exisling law gives local

community boards very lintle
ability to say yes or no.
Presently, a cammunity
board' can eilher approve
the sile recommendad by
lha agency sponsoring, lor
example, a group home
sugges! one or mare
alternate sites, or object 1)
based on 1he over.
saturalion of the communit
board (nol the communily
within the board) wilh
community residences or
faclities cr 2) based on fhe
over-saturallon of the same
kind ef group homes In the
area in proximity 1o the
propased facility,

As a resull, most people
come away from tha
community board public
hearing with the sense thal

=the tetislonwas-really,made.~



belore the hearing started
My maore preferable
approached stops thal sham
hearing and substitutes a
real hearing that solves
problems, nct makes them
worse,

My more sensible
appreach aflords a facility's
sponsoring agency ample
lime to schedule meelings
and informal gatherings with
community leaders,
concerned residenls and
local officials. In this manner,
community concerns can be
addressed, perhaps in a
series of smaller groupings.
Agancies could reach oul 1o
communitles in an
almosphere less
\hrealening 1o the
communitly. This conlrasts
with the larga turnouts and
accompanying oulcry
against lacllities, such as
group homes, al community
board hearings. Too often,
this engenders so much
distrust 1hat the community
and the sponsoring agency
slant even farther aparl once
a lacilily Is established.

Unlike the lenglhy reviews
mandated under the Cily's
Uniferm Land Use Review
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Procedure (ULURF),
Seclion 41.34 provides anly
40 day for a communily
board 1o 1} schedule a
haring with adequate mail
and nawspaper notces, 2)
lcok at any altemnate siles,
and 3) make ils decision.

In contract the 1o stale
process for review ol group
homes, the Cily review
process affords a
community beard 60 days lo
hold a nearing and pass its
decision con 1o the City
Planning Cemmission and
the City Council. The
Berough President can also
hold a hearing and make its
recommendalicn 1o Cily
Planning and tha council. In
addition, a communily board
can receive garly - inlormal -
notice that an applicalicn is
being initiated under the
Cily review process. This
presen! an early opperiunily
to look al a propocsal as
needed.

A fair opportunity far
commupily review should
faciflale a dialogue among
the parties. Under the
currenl slate law, heated
hearings remain the rule
(Please turn lo page 3)
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ralher than the exception.
Residenls complain that the
sponsoring agency
overpays fer the propery,
the sile Is unsuilable for the
proposed use and there are
concerns presenled by
soma characteristic of some
ol the possible residents of
the proposed facility.

Under my proposal, the
licensing stale agency
commissloner's designee
would raview the sile based
on the testimony
presanted, including
presentations cn saluration
and allernale siles, and
make a presenialion 1o |he
commissloner,

My proposal also gives
residents 1o an cpportunily
lo simply say yes ¢r no,

In addition, |
recommended a prohibition
on the acquisition of any
proposed site al a cost
greater than the market
value of any properly based
upon its zaned ar intended
use,

Any precess where

lensions beceme so greal
and at which unruly
proceeding remain the rule,
ralher than the exceplion, is
but a great sham and merils
change. My proposal brings
change and, more
Iimpertantly, cflers a
meaninglul process for
considering state-licensed
lacilities proposed for our
neighborhecoeds in
residential areas.
Sincerely,
Corey Bearak
‘The wriler, a Bellerose
allorney, servas as counsel
and chiel cf stall to City
Councilman Sheldon Lelller
and is aclive in the Easlern
Queens Civic Council and
on tha sleering commiltee
ol QUEST, the group
considering Queens'
secession from the city. He
is Pregidemt of the
Northeas! Queens Jewish
Community Council, the
Queens County Line
Demecratic Asseciation and
the North Bellerose Civie
Association.




