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SDC.
Just three letters, but in those letters resides an entire 

alphabet of issues and a convergence of concerns affecting 
every human in the Valley of the moon, along with 
numerous non-human species as well.

The Sonoma Developmental Center is caught in a web of 
profound change. On that there is no argument. But how to 
manage that change may be the most contentious, and the 
most important, issue in the Valley.

Twenty years ago the sprawling campus outside Glen ellen 
housed 1,160 developmentally disabled residents on about 
1,500 acres. as of march 30 of this year, 409 remained, on 
about 945 acres. and if the State of California has its way, 
they will all be gone in the next three years.

Closing SDC has become a state priority for two reasons: 
most urgently, the calculated cost for housing each resident 
has risen to $500,000 a year. and secondly, a political, 
legislative, philosophical and budgetary policy has evolved 
since 1969, at both the state and federal levels, that 
developmentally disabled people have a legal right to be 
assimilated into their communities and should therefore be 
“transitioned” out of large institutional settings, whenever 
possible, into small group homes.

Complicating the picture even further is the fact that, 
as of last year, SDC had lost federal certification for 11 of 
its intermediate care facilities, affecting more than 240 
residents and resulting in the loss of well over $1.5 million 
a month in federal medicaid funding. Seven of the 11 de-
certifications are currently under appeal.

For those reasons alone, the California Legislative 
analyst’s Office released a report earlier this year 
recommending closure of the facility and on may 14, 
Governer Jerry Brown proposed closure of SDC by 2018.

But closing SDC presents several sticky problems. Critics 
of closure argue that there are no available or adequate 
community group homes available in the SDC service area, 
or at least none qualified to provide the quality of care 
required for many if not most of SDC’s remaining residents. 
Some argue that no group home can provide the full range of 
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400 severely disabled human beings,  
1,300 jobs, 945 acres of priceless open space.   
 What will the future hold?
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by 2009, the population in the state developmental 
centers had dropped to 2,000 with an annual per-client 
cost of $256,000.

medical and technical services 
and the supportive environment 
many of SDC’s severely disabled 
residents need just to survive.

They also point out that 
SDC currently employs some 
1,300 people, many of them 
highly trained psych techs, 
medical and nursing staff, with 
years of experience and deep 
personal relationships with the 
residents. many group homes, 
the argument goes, are staffed 
with unskilled, minimum-wage 
workers who couldn’t begin 
to replicate the level of care 
available at SDC.

and besides skilled line of 
care staff, SDC also has experienced 
dentists able to address oral issues in 
patients unable to speak or communicate 
their needs, along with specially trained 
medical, radiology and laboratory staff 
who provide services on site, and skilled 
artisans who can construct special 
wheelchairs and shoes for residents whose 
bodies don’t conform to conventional 
configurations.

as the state’s own website asserts, 
“Sonoma has proven to be a leader 
in meeting the needs of people with 
developmental disabilities by providing an 
extensive array of services that promote 
ongoing health, learning, self-advocacy 
and increased independence. innovative 
social, recreational, educational, 
vocational and other programs are 
continuously offered. This is accomplished 
through the knowledge, innovation, 
creativity and enthusiasm of our highly 
experienced staff.”

SDC is the largest employer in the 
Sonoma Valley, and closure would mean 
the loss of not just 1,300 jobs but also the 
payroll those employees pump into the 
local economy. Finding replacement jobs 
in a matrix of community group homes 
strikes some current employees as doubtful 
given the current shortage of group home 
infrastructure and the reliance of group 

homes on lower-paid, unskilled workers.
Finally, there is the issue of what will 

become of the 900 acres, more than 
two-thirds of which include some of the 
most important, undeveloped habitat in 
the Valley and a crucial wildlife corridor 
between Sonoma mountain and the 
mayacama range.

Wild rumors have spun through the 
Valley alleging development interests 
will snatch up the land for high-end 
home sites, a luxury hotel, a winery, 
even an indian casino. The casino fear 
is politically, legally and logically absurd, 
and for the property to be opened to any 
private development will require an act 
of the legislature, a move most expert 
observers doubt is likely.

Currently California State parks has 
expressed interest in taking possession of 
the two large, undeveloped blocks above 
and below the central campus. State parks 
acquired 600 acres from SDC several years 
ago to add to the adjacent Jack London 
State Historic park, and appears eager to 
acquire additional park property.

But that’s not the end of the 
complicated equation. Because, while a 
broad-based coalition of public and private 
organizations in Sonoma County, called 
“Transform SDC,” is working to present 

the state with an alternative vision that 
would keep some residents on site and 
convert part of the campus to related 
and ancillary uses, the state’s regional 
Centers, the official service and advocacy 
groups for developmentally disabled 
individuals, are mostly supporting closure.

To understand why that is, we have to 
backtrack to 1969, the year the Lanterman 
act was passed, named after its principal 
author Southern California assemblyman 
Frank Lanterman, who fathered three 
different bills to promote the rights of 
those who were then called “mentally 
retarded.”

Lanterman’s legislation was intended to 
protect the rights of the developmentally 
disabled and to usher in a new age when 
large, sterile state institutions were 
no longer necessary. His bills created 
regional Centers, now numbering 21, 
which were established to advocate for 
and oversee the placement and care of 
developmentally disabled citizens.

Some of the impetus for that legislation 
came from a successful lawsuit by a San 
Francisco-based parent group that forced 
then-governor ronald reagan to conduct 
an outside investigation, in 1968, into 
conditions at SDC, then called Sonoma 
State Hospital. The investigation’s 

conclusions: “mentally retarded patients 
at Sonoma State Hospital, old and young 
alike, are herded into huge, barn-like 
wards which are bereft of any niceties 
of home and are treated like, and 
consequently behave like, animals in a 
zoo. The survey found that the dignity 
of the individual is violated when he is 
stripped of his clothes, when he has no 
vestige of privacy, even a shoe box he can 
call his own.” 

Not long afterward, two pilot regional 
centers, one in San Francisco and one 
in Los angeles, were serving 770 people 
with developmental disabilities, just as 
the number of developmentally disabled 

shoe shop among SdC’s unique services is this shoe shop where custom-made footwear 
can be fashioned for any resident in need of shoes to correct for physical deformities.

view from above
The view from a ridge trail above Suttonfield lake  
stretches up to the spine of Sonoma Mountain.  
The SdC campus is nestled in the trees just above the lake.

living in state institutions peaked at about 
13,400. The transition was underway.

in the 1975-76 state budget, regional 
center funding had risen to nearly $48 
million, serving close to 38,000 clients, 
while the state hospital population had 
dropped to 11,000.

By 2009 the population in the four 
remaining state developmental centers 
had dropped to less than 2,000 with an 
average annual per-client cost of almost 
$256,000. meanwhile, the regional centers 
were serving a burgeoning population of 
more than 250,000, at an annual per-
person cost of just $23,000.

To the casual eye, the case for regional 

centers was obvious. Not so obvious were 
mounting concerns about the impact of 
repeated funding cuts on regional centers, 
reductions in quality of care, regional 
center reporting gaps on how many people 
disappeared from the system, ended up 
in jails or crisis clinics or, worse, on the 
street.

and because regional centers often 
contracted care to privately run group 
homes, staffed by low-paid, relatively 
untrained employees, maintaining 
accurate oversight on the quality of care 
was often difficult.

meanwhile, the quality of care at SDC 
steadily improved, even as sensational 
cases came to light of abuse, rape and even 
suspected murder. Of greatest concern in 
those cases was the incompetent behavior 
of the SDC police force to investigate 
alleged crimes and the perceived 
protection those officers received from the 
Department of Developmental Services, 
which oversaw them.
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coming next
all these issues notwithstanding, perhaps the most 

compelling story about the care provided at SDC comes from 
the families and guardians of the people living there. after 
numerous interviews, and after listening to the testimony of 
dozens of family members, it is impossible for a reporter not 
to conclude that the overwhelming majority of parents and 
guardians support and treasure the care and experiences their 
family members and wards receive at SDC.

On march 30, 2015, local media representatives got a rare 
opportunity to see firsthand what life inside SDC is like.  
The guided tour took reporters to a workshop where residents 
earned money for simple piecework jobs, such as folding 
napkins, laminating flyers and assembling rivets. The work pays 
residents cash which they can spend as they choose, at  
the eldridge store, at a used-clothing shop on campus, or in  
the community.

another stop took the tour to a residential building called 
“Bentley,” set in a leafy bower near the banks of Sonoma 
Creek, where 27 residents have been living for prolonged 
periods, some more than 40 years. each resident has a private 
room, decorated in cheerful colors and provided with adaptive 
furniture designed to fit their physical limitations. Hallway 
walls are covered with art made by the residents, most of whom 
are in wheel chairs, and many are nonverbal. They occupy the 
space like the cheerful residents of a college dormitory, except 
that in this case the building is staffed with highly experienced 
caretakers who know and understand the needs of each 
resident because they have all lived together for years.

as the building’s administrator, Cynthia Cunningham, told 
reporters, “This is their home. it’s not a ‘facility,’ it’s a home.”

The communal kitchen and dining area in that home 
provides custom-made eating utensils, dishes, chairs and tables, 
all tailored to the unique needs and physical limitations of 
each resident.

as SDC executive director Karen Farina explained, these 
amenities are not just about utility. “They’re also about dignity 
and improving physical well-being, they help with self-esteem, 
they increase independence. We assume people never reach 
their plateau.”

That said, Farina also explained that there have been 22 
“placements” out of SDC since the start of the fiscal year, 
and 15 more are planned before the fiscal year ends. Those 
placements are dictated by the regional Center, not by  
SDC staff.

What Farina did not explain is whether or how those 
placements could replicate the level and quality of care the  
27 residents of Bentley currently enjoy.

and that leads to the pivotal issue confronting SDC’s 
future: is there a viable alternative that can offer the quality 
of care provided by SDC in a yet to be identified variety of 
community-based, small group homes? 

The next part of this ongoing examination will seek to answer that 
question, while exploring alternative visions for the future of the 
Sonoma Developmental Center.

 

T
he challenge in describing the 945 acres of the 
Sonoma Developmental Center is that it offers 
so many kinds of treasures, all in one place. Of-
ten, people decide to protect land because of 

just one or two important features. With the SDC prop-
erty, it’s almost overwhelming how many ways the land 
is bountiful.

First, there’s a wealth of diverse habitats: rambling oak 
savannahs with giant heritage trees, three year-round 
streams, several redwood groves, and mixed hardwood 
and other forest types. Sonoma Creek, where it runs 
through SDC, supports beaver, otter, threatened steel-
head trout, Chinook salmon, and endangered California 
freshwater shrimp. The valley bottomlands include a large 
reservoir ringed by blue oak 
woodlands and embraced 
by a wet meadow complex 
at a scale no longer found 
anywhere else in the Valley.

Then there’s the fact that 
all these habitat types are 
connected, not cut off from 
each other. Animals that 
need both meadow and 
forest (like foxes) or both 
wetland and forest (like sal-
amanders and frogs) can 
find what they need. As 
the climate warms, or even 
when the seasons change, 
unlike in most smaller wild 
places, at SDC animals 
can easily move where they 
need, to find food, shelter, 
or mates.

SDC’s connectivity is re-
markable at this small scale, and also at a much grander 
scale. In the entire North Bay, there is nowhere else that 
largely undeveloped land connects two ranges of hills the 
way SDC connects the Sonoma Mountain range to the 
Mayacamas Mountains. This connection, or corridor, is 
noted in statewide maps that point out SDC’s critical im-
portance in connecting areas as distant as Point Reyes 
and the vast Blue Ridge-Berryessa area.

Now let’s talk about water. Reliable water is scarce, and 
getting scarcer, for people and nature. SDC’s long slope 
is on the wetter west side of Sonoma Valley. Its natural 
system of seeps, creeks, and wetlands, combined with its 

old water delivery system with senior water rights, makes 
it attractive both for human water supply and for sustain-
ing populations of water-dependent species as diverse as 
steelhead trout, seep-spring monkeyflower, and Western 
pond turtle.

SDC offers stunning vistas from many viewpoints, on 
the property itself and from afar. From the glowing fall col-
ors of the oaks on Arnold Drive to the misty fog wraiths 
on Sonoma Mountain, to the gorgeous rolling meadows 
below Fern Lake to the dappled woodlands above Lake 
Suttonfield to the delicate wildflowers under the rarely vis-
ited forests up the mountain, the property generously of-
fers beauty to everyone living in or visiting Sonoma Valley.

And that beauty could be even more accessible. Trails 
and vista points could 
be designed that serve 
serious hikers, connect-
ing to hundreds of acres 
of parks and protected 
land on Sonoma Moun-
tain, and also take more 
gentle paths on the Valley 
bottom, to bring people 
of all abilities in contact 
with lakes, oak trees, and 
mariposa lilies.

All in all, the public land 
of SDC provides us an 
amazing abundance of 
benefits. As SDC’s many 
stakeholders rethink its 
future, we should design 
with all this in mind. How 
can the roads, buildings, 
and operations of SDC 
be shaped and reshaped 

to foster all these assets? Maybe the future built area 
should make a slightly different footprint to protect the 
wildlife corridor and groundwater recharge, for example. 
It’s exciting to work together and rise to the occasion pre-
sented here, to be creative enough that our human use 
of this precious place can celebrate and add to its natural 
abundance.

Caitlin Cornwall is a biologist and Research Program 
Manager for the Sonoma Ecology Center.
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Double-cresteD cormorants dry their feathers 
on pier cables in Suttonfield lake.




