violated
state law

Western State held
man in solitary for 20
years, committee says

BY BILL McKELWAY
Times-Dispatch Staft Writer

Western State Hospital's Local
Human Rights Committes has
found that a longtime mental pa-

tient there has spent some 20-

years locked in solitary confine-
ment in violation of state law.

"We think it is an egregious vio-
lation of human rights, and that is
why we are amnouncing publicly
[the committee's] findings that this
man was secluded in violation of
the law and without access to ade-
quate mental-health treatment,”
said Alex R. Gulotta, executive di-
rector of the Legal and Justice Cen-
ter, based in Charlottesville.

Gulotta and Nathan J.D, Veld-
huis, a private attorney who has
helped represent the patient in the
past two years, said in interviews
yesterday that his family does not
wish to be identified until allega-
tions against the miental hospital
in Staunton are resolved.

In a statement yesterday, Siate
Department of Mental Health
spokesman Meghan McGuire said
that the decision this week finding
the hospital in violation of numer-
ous state regulations is being re-
viewed. A response is due early
next week.

The hospital “works hard to
provide the best possible care for
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every one of ifs patients while
ensuring their safety and the
safety of other patients and staff
around them,” she said.

The conclusions aboui the
man’s care were reached after
months of deliberation by the
hospital’s independent hurnan-
rights committee and raise new
guestions about the state’s men-
tal-health system.

The system has been under
intense review in the wake of
the Virginia Tech tragedy; fed-
eral investigations a decade ago
looked into the use of seclusion
and restraints in Virginia insti-
tutions.

Gulotta "and Veldhuis said
vesterday that their client, a
Hispanic male in his 50s, has
been held alone for decades in a
three-part, locked cell at West-
ern State in Staunton and de-
nied access to other patients.
Medical and psychiatric care,
except during a briel period
some years ago, was provided
by physicians and therapists
who do not speak Spanish, they
said. The palient does not speak
English.

The patient’s teeth were re-
moved, Veldhuis said, because
ol medical problems: But the pa-
tient has never been provided
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A humar-rights committea ex- -
iats at sach of the slate's .
mental-health facilitles. The in-
' dependentﬂomm:ttees are
madé.ug of mentakhealth ad-
vacates, proféssionals and
oiher vo[unt_egrs :
The committees conduct inde-
pendent:faot- ﬁndmg examina-
tions of panent eomplaints
and othar matters, Recom-
mendations are acted on by
the Department of Mental
Health, Menial Retardation
and Substance Ahuse Serv-
ices.

with dentures out of fear that he
would “use them as a weapon,”
Veldhuis said.

“But the greatest irony of this
tragedy,” Veldhuis said, "is that
this man was allowed 1o leave
the institution with his family,
which has never neglected him,
and allowed to travel to North-
ern Virginia alone with them
with no fear that he would pre-
sent a danger.”

Yet the patient was returned
immediately to his locked cell,
where food is provided to him
through a slot in a solid door,
Veldhuis said. Access to the out-
side was allowed only within a
10-foot hy 10-foot palio area off

his room that was encircled in
chain link fencing.

The patio looked out over an
inaccessible common area
where other, unsecured patients
mingled.

Thousands of medical re-
cords failed Lo show there was
ever a plan to relocate the man
in his community, which is con-
sidered a basic goal of state.pol-
icy, both lawyers said. His long
confinement means that “he
lacks almost all socialization
skills,” Gulotta said.

In lindings released this
week, the hospital's human-
rights committee that heard the
patient’s complaint found that
he was being secluded in viola-
tion of state law; that the hospi-
tal did not document reasons for
varying Irom state Iaw; and that
the hospital used seclusion to
modify his behavior in viglation
of state law. .

Recommendations include
transferring the patient to a fa-
cility where he can be closer to
his family, that he be treated by
a Spanish-speaking psychiatrist,

and that a treatment plan be de-

veloped to allow “increments of
time out of the locked contain-
ment area.”

The committee also sug
gested that the family be
allowed lo take the man to a
dentist for dentures.

* Contact Bil McKeiway at {B04) 640-G601
or bmckelway@timesdispatch.com.
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