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G.roup Home Where_ Man Died iﬁ Fire W;zs Closed to New Arrivals

By MARC SANTORA
- and LESLIE KAUFMAN

A man whe died in a fire on Sunday at a

Brooklyn home that is supposed o care for

mentally i}l people should never have been .

piaced there, according to state records.
The victim, Charles Dunbar, 51, was sent

to the Brockliyn Manor Home for Adults

manths after the State Health Department

placed it oa a “do not refer” list because of |

what it said were gross violations, Including
unsanitary conditions, failure to Keep accu-
rate records, employee assaults on resi-
dents and chronicallv ill residents left un-
supervised. .

Mr. Dunbar was sent by the city to Brook-
Iyn Manor, at 2830 Pitkin Avenue in East
New York, from the Wards Isiand homeless
shelter in July 2004 despite the fact that the
State Health Department had declared i un-
tit for such placements in March 2004. The
cify, which monitors the homeless shelter,
satd it had no formal policy in place to pass
on information about state warning . The or-
ganization that runs the daily eperations of
the Wards Island shelter said it did not re-
ceive the warning uatil late July,

Jim Anderson, a spokesman for the De-
partment of Hemeless Services, said the
city had since changed its procedures to en-
sure that such situations would not happen
again.

Andrew Martin, a spokesman for Volun-
teers of America, which has the contract to
run the Wards island shelter, said Mr. Dun-
bar was moved last July 16, before the or-
ganjzation Jearned that Brooklyn Manor
was on the list. .

Rob Kenny, a spokesman for- the State
Health Department, said, “We are mvesti-
gating all aspects of the case.”

Foy years, many homes like Broolthm |

Manor have become what state investiga-

tors and others regard as dirty and danger-

ous outposts for Lhese forced out of the
state’s psychiatric hospitals or simply cast

out from their family homes. The state has

repeatedty catalogued a grim array of hor-
rors at the homes, but for years failed ta in-
vestigate virtually ail of the hundreds of
deaths that eccurred in the homes, many of
them involving peopie In their 20°s and 36's.
The idea of placiag homeless men and

women in the homes, then, has alarmed

some lawyers and experts who work
with the homeless and the mentally
ik,

The Fire Department’s prelimi-
nary investigation indicated that the
deadly fire started in My, Dunbar’s
bedroom where he was smoking, The
flames were largely confined to his
room ang quickly extingoished hy
firefighteys.

Some residents described a cha-
atic evacuation in which their first
notification that anything was wrong
came from radio and television re-
ports. However, others at the home
said that most people were in the din-
ing area at the thne of the [ire,
around 5 p.am., which helped make for
a relatively calm evacuation,

Smoking is prohibited in the
rooms, and officials at the home said
it was impossible to ensure that the
rules were always followed. Those
officials, as well as a lawyer for the
home, defended it as a safe and car-
ing faciiity.

Still, while investigators continue
{0 unravel the details of the fire and
the response by employees, some
lawyers and others who work with
the hemeless and mentally ill say the
incident should bring prompz action
by the state to take control of Brook-
fyn Manor.

“There has been a long history of
halfhearted and failed attempts by
the state fo bring enfurcement pro-
ceedings against Brooklyn Manor,”
said Jeanette Zelhof, Deputy Direc-
tor of MFY Legal Services, Inc., an
advecacy group for the mentally il
“I's time to empower residents to
bring a proceeding on their own be-
halt.”

Mr. Kenny said the state couid
take control of the home without a
court order if investigators found the
residents to be in “immineni dan-
ger.”!

Health officials originally suspend-

Outposts for those
forced out of
psychiatric hospitals.

ed referrals to Brookiyn Manor after
a report by investigators in Febru-
ary 2004 showed it was failing its res-
idents in a varfety of ways. The re- .
port, though, did not find them to be
in "imminent danger.”

However, that report was not the
first time the state tad found fault

with the home. Throughout the
168074, state inspectors cited it oper- .
ator, Benito Fernander, and his assc-
clates for mishandiing or misappro-
peiating the residents’ money and for
poor conditions at the facility.

The manager of Brooklyn Manor,
Diane Walker, is also fighting an afr-
tempt by the state to remove her
from her job. Ms. Walker said she
thought the criticism was unfair bui
pianned {o keep doing her job. *If §
couldn’t take the heat, 1 wouldn’t be
here,” she said. “This is our family.
This is our life.”

The state tried to have Brookiyn
Manar's license revoked, an effert
that failed. In the summer of 2083, a
judge ruled that despite the myriad
problems chrenicled by siate investi-
gators, because those investigaiors
had failed to lst proposed remedies
in their reports, the inspections were
technically invalid.

That court decision was used by
Brooklyn Manor recentty to fight irs
placement on the “do not refer” list
as well, a battle it also won. The facil-
ity was removed from the list on Jan-
uary 20, 2005,

State officials said they are cur-
rently investipating how many peoc-
pie were sent to the facility while it
was ont the list and whether any of
those referrals could lead to disci-
pilnary actien against the senders ot
Brooklyn Manor. The city says three
people were sent there from Wards
island.

Jeffery Sherrin, a lawyer who rep-
resents Brookiyn Maner, said: “This
is a tragic, unforiunate event. I just
hope that one persan’s tragedy isn't
used as an excuse for sensational-
ism.”

Littie is known about Mr. Dunbar's
life before he entered New York's
hameless system, He never had any
vigilors ab Brooklyn Manor, accard-
inig to his roommate, Arthuy James,
G4,

He suffered from arthritis and a
condition that led to seizures, but ad-
ministraters at the home would not
provide details about his illness. He
also drank frequently, and was par-
tial {0 vodka and beer, according to
Mr. James.

He Hved in a place that in some
ways defies categorization, Although -
the mandate of adult homes like
Brocklyn Manor is to care for the
mentally ill, they are not treatment -~
facilities. In {act, Brooklyn Maner is
populated by a wide mix of people,
from those who have' substance-
abuse problems to those with emo-
tipnal problems to those with clin-
ically diagnosesi mental illnesses,



