
Good morning, Chairman DiGirolamo, Minority Chair Cruz and members of this important committee, 

which in many ways embodies the important work that government is intended to do - to help provide 

for those who through no fault of their own need our help. 

I also want to use this opportunity to thank Governor Wolf, Human Services Secretary Dallas, Deputy 

Secretary Thaler and the Governor's Administration for their commitment to Human Services and the 

often life-sustaining programs they are charged to manage. 

I am honored to be here this morning, and I appreciate the opportunity to share my thoughts with you 

on proposed changes to the Office of Developmental Program's Consolidated and Person/Family 

Directed Support Waivers, which have a profound impact on the lives of 32,000 Pennsylvanians with 

intellectual and developmental disabilities and their families, including more than 1,300 families in my 

home county of Westmoreland. 

I come here this morning honored to serve as Westmoreland County Commissioner. Since taking office 

in 2010 I have made human services a priority. I have had the privilege of meeting hundreds of families 

who have members with special needs and have witnessed the daily challenges, the uncertainty and the 

fear they often experience. I have worked hand-in-hand with service providers and therapeutic staff, 

and am so grateful for the critical work they do. 

My wife and I also live it every day with two of our sons. 

Our 20-year-old Alex has autism. He has endured a life of digestive and gastrointestinal difficulties, as 

well as disruptive behavior. He has never spoken. He is at that point in his life that his mother and I 

have long dreaded -what's next? He is scheduled to be a sheltered workshop sometime next year. Our 

14-year-old Quinn has Down syndrome. He, too, has had medical issues, has limited speech and 

behaviors that interfere with his progress. While Quinn still has the benefit of youth, his transition to 

adulthood is near. 

I'm here today for them. And for the thousands of Westmoreland County families I am sworn to serve. 

Change is difficult for anyone. It's especially difficult for those of us in the special needs community. 

And particularly difficult when that change threatens the well-being of our family members, their fiends, 

their caregivers and the very organizations that serve them so well - places like so-called "Sheltered 

workshops". 

At issue here is ''Choice" - a term my friends and I in Westmoreland County have used repeatedly, and I 

hope effectively, to drive home the point. People with disabilities, like anyone else in the workforce, 

should be entitled to choice. Their vocational choices should be in the best interest of them and their 

families, their abilities and their desires. Like every other American, they are entitled to independence 

and opportunity. 

Choice without options is not exactly a choice. And requiring "community integration" at arbitrary levels 

is not a choice. It's a mandate. 



I'm going to avoid getting into specific numbers today. Because the lives, well-being and success of our 

children - your constituents - are about much, much more than that. 

I am pleased that the Department of Human Services has heard the thousands of voices who protested 

its original proposal. The modifications to the arbitrary percentages of time spent in the "community'' 

are welcome, but these percentages remain arbitrary and deny a population of Pennsylvanians the 

choice they deserve. 

The amount of time an individual wants to attend a Vocational or Adult Training Facility should be the 

choice of that person. Moreover, an individual should not be mandated to participate in the community 

for set amounts of time. Each person should be entitled to a choice to participate in any type of setting 

that is best suited for him or her. 

It's worth noting that the notion of "Community Engagement'' is already in existence through the Home 

and Community Habitation program. People can use their Waiver money to employ a qualified 

habitation worker to take them into the community to do whatever they like. Yes, to a place and an 

activity of their "choice". This takes place after work hours. And it's already happening. 

Jn addition to the impacts on people with disabilities and their families, these changes would also have a 

detrimental effect on local agencies that have served Westmoreland County residents for generations -

places like the Westmoreland County Blind Association, Clelian Heights School for Exceptional Children 

and others. These mandates would dramatically affect their staffing ratios and their reimbursement 

rates - putting at risk their very existence. Organizations like these that have had such a profound 

positive impact on bettering the lives of our children now find themselves in a state of uncertainty if not 

outright desperation. 

And lest anyone think these "sheltered workshops" are some draconian sweatshops, I would be pleased 

to arrange a visit for any of you any time. You would see some of the hardest-working- and happiest -

people you'll ever see I 

let me put it this way for those of you who have children without a disability. After they graduate high 

school, are they assigned percentages by the state of how they spend their time? Are they told by the 

government they have to attend a certain kind of college or work a certain job? If they have a job, how 

would you react if the state just told them it's no longer good enough? That they have to leave 

something they love just to meet someone else's definition of success? Trust me, you would be sitting 

on this side of this hearing. 

I believe this whole process speaks to a gross misunderstanding of sheltered workshops and the positive 

influence they have on the individual worker, their families and friends, and their local communities. I 

assure you we are not hiding anything or anyone. We're helping our children, and in my case my 

constituents, have meaningful work in an appropriate, safe and where necessary, adaptive, setting. 

For those who seek different employment options, and have the abilities to do it, I say congratulations. I 

will support you and the businesses who hire you. But their success, for which we should all be proud, 



should not harm the workers who may not be able to do what they do for whatever reason -whether it 

be ability, education or interest. Again, it's all about choice. 

I am proud to be a County Commissioner. And I am proud to represent my constituents here. But I am 

prouder today to be father to Quinn and Alex, and to represent the thousands of other parents of 

children with intellectual or developmental disabilities. 

Alex will never be able to tell us with words, but we know he's happy at Clelian Heights. And he would 

be happy, safe and productive in the workshop there with his friends and peers, and the supervisors he 

knows and trusts. While Quinn still works his way through school we are counting on him to have choice 

in his job after graduation. 

We're counting on all of you today to help us. We're counting on you to work hand-in-hand with the 

Department of Human Services to set forth a better way. A way that respects choice. A way that 

respects our children, their desires and abilities. A way that respects families struggling with fears and 

uncertainty none of you will ever know, or want to. 

I thank you for the opportunity to be here with you today, for your attention to this issue and for your 

service to our Commonwealth. 




