July 21, 2005

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

HICKEY CLOSING RAISES MORE QUESTIONS THAN IT ANSWERS

The Governor’s surprise announcement that the Charles H. Hickey Jr. School would be closed by November 30th raises more questions than it answers.

First of all, it needs to be emphasized that while the Governor has said that it’s lights out for Hickey on November 30th, it is really lights out for only about half of Hickey.   The 130-bed long-term residential program for youths committed to the institution by the courts is closing.   However, the 72-bed detention center will remain open until a new juvenile jail can be built at a different location.   The Secretary of Juvenile Services admits that a new facility is at least three to five years away and that the new site has not yet been decided.   The separate 26-bed program for sex offenders that currently operates on the grounds of the Hickey School will also continue to operate after November 30th.   In fact, there are no known plans to relocate these sex offenders.

Along with the many people in the surrounding community, I welcome the closing of Hickey.  But neither the Hickey juveniles nor the community will realize any benefits from this closing, if these offenders are shuttled off to improperly supervised education group homes, or otherwise placed in private institutions or into the community.  These individuals must receive the supervision, mentoring, tutoring, counseling, job training or other services they so desperately need.  It’s unclear whether this will be the case under the administration’s current plan.

It should be pointed out that Baltimore County is literally overwhelmed with group home housing.  According to the County Executive’s Office, Baltimore County contains approximately 63% of the State’s group homes.   It should also be noted that many group homes statewide are currently under fire for lack of adequate oversight.  

The administration assures us that only the most violent repeat offenders will be placed in locked maximum-security facilities.  The administration also admits that these facilities may be out of state.   However, the rest who committed such offenses as armed robbery, automobile theft or drug pushing, for the most part, will be assigned to community facilities.   As I see it, this type of placement for so-called less dangerous offenders is asking for trouble and putting the public’s safety in jeopardy.

Caution and just plain common sense demand that a comprehensive plan be set in place, vital services be assured and community safeguards provided before Hickey residents are released.  

I look forward to working with the Governor and the administration to make sure that the Hickey juveniles are placed properly and that the community is well served by the future use of the property. 

Sincerely,

Eric M. Bromwell

