Local Advocate Speaks at Statehouse 
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COLUMBUS – Mount Vernon resident John G. Gillespie spoke at the Statehouse on May 13 in favor of House Bill 118. As a representative of People First of Ohio, a self-advocacy group for individuals with disabilities, Gillespie encouraged the passage of this bill that will eliminate the words ‘Mental Retardation’ from the name of the Ohio Department of Mental Retardation and Developmental Disabilities, local county boards of mental retardation and developmental disabilities and other state funds. 

Ohio is one of only six (6) states in the nation still using the term 'Mental Retardation' in the name of state-funded agencies. HB 118 proposes a revision of the state law that created and named these agencies for the purpose of eliminating this term. 

After many years of grassroots effort from the disability community, the movement to change the state law gained traction this year and passed the Senate on April 21 with a 32-0 vote. The bill still needs to pass the House before it can be signed into law by Governor, Ted Strickland.

Many advocates for the name change point out that mental retardation is a developmental disability and so the current name used by state and local agencies is redundant. Also at issue, is a desire to more accurately reflect the diverse population that County Boards of MRDD serve. 

“The Knox County Board serves a very diverse community of individuals, including individuals with Cerebral Palsy, Autism, Down Syndrome, Mental Retardation and many other developmental disabilities,” says Superintendent, Steve Oster. “Everyone we have discussed this with; the individuals, the families, the Board members, the Commissioners and self-advocacy groups like People First and Aktion Club, are all for it,” said Oster. “I believe that they inherently understand what legislators have been slow to recognize: by keeping Mental Retardation in our name we are furthering the perception that all individuals we serve have the attributes of one particular developmental disability when, in fact, they have a variety of abilities.”

In Ohio, ten (10) counties have already chosen to drop the term ‘Mental Retardation’ and now operate their county agencies under the name County Board of Developmental Disabilities. In addition, at least eight other counties are considering such a switch. These include:  Butler, Fairfield, Guernsey, Hocking, Huron, Knox, Richland, and Vinton.  

Many counties, like Knox, have seen their efforts stall due to the current law. County Boards that have chosen to go forward with the name change do so at the discretion of their County Commissioners and County Prosecutors and currently face inconsistencies in ballot language since the name they operate under differs from the one recognized by law.

“It is at the discretion of each county’s Commissioners and the County Prosecutors if they feel comfortable allowing a County Board of MRDD to do businesses as a County Board of Developmental Disabilities instead,” said Oster. “While they may support the reasoning behind the name change, some are just not comfortable modifying the name until the state law changes.”

Although it is likely that changes at the state level may happen quickly following the bill passage, Dan Ohler, Executive Director of the Ohio Association of County Boards of MRDD, requested in testimony on April 21that County Boards be given the opportunity to make the change in their counties in the timeframe between bill passage and Dec. 31, 2012, in order for County Boards to work through a gradual changeover.
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