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Friday, October 04, 2013 
 
Statement from the Canton Friendship Center Board of Directors 
 
Response to the possibility of finding a new location: 
The Canton Friendship Center is extremely interested in finding a new location. During the past 
two years the desire to find a new location has come up regularly at our monthly board meetings. 
We have actively participated with our local mental health board (Mental Health and Recovery 
Services Board of Stark County) to request funds for a new facility from the state on two 
separate occasions; the most recent submission occurred in September of 2013. We have held 
focus groups of clients and surveyed community partners to garner their preferences regarding a 
potential location. During this process we have also visited locations but are in need of funding 
streams to come through before a move can occur. We’ve also looked into options of  
co-location and formal partnering with other agencies as an option to find a better location for 
our services, based upon the needs of our clients. 
 
We are committed to continue to explore possibilities of a new location; the Mental Health and 
Recovery Services Board of Stark County has applied for funding ($1.5 million) that if awarded 
would become available in July of 2014 for a new facility. This new facility would be able to 
offer a site for multiple support services within the Mental Health System in addition to 
representation from local agencies providing services to our clients; in essence this could create a 
centralized, one-stop shop to reduce the current challenges our clients face while navigating a 
complex system of providers and assistance. We eagerly wait for the state’s funding decision and 
will be able to decide upon the right location after we have been notified by the state. We are 
hopeful that we will be receiving their support for a facility that is able to enhance the way we 
provide mental health services in Stark County. It is not and has not been our intent to stay at our 
current location; we would prefer, and community responses support, to be located closer to 
downtown so our clients may have better access to our facility and the other agencies upon 
which they rely. 
 
Regardless of where we will end up providing our essential services, we will strive to be a great 
neighbor. We must, however, continue to put the needs of our clients at the forefront and 
encourage their needs (which should be in alignment with our community’s needs) to be the 
driving force rather than a reactionary response to an unfortunate situation. What we hope will 
occur from this situation is a more formal discussion of how the city, county and community 
may come together for a more long-term solution. 
 
Response to hiring a security guard: 
As a provider within the mental health, developmental disabilities and physical health disabilities 
systems we have experienced a decrease in funding during an increase in demand for our 
services. This means we are already maximizing our resources to provide our essential services; 
this also means that we would be unable to divert funds from our current operating revenue in 
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order to hire a security guard. We have been committed to finding solutions for providing a safe, 
secure environment, including installing security cameras at our location for the safety and 
security of our clients, staff and community. We continue to look at appropriate safety options 
and how we provide services to best serve our clients and community in a responsible manner. 
 
Hiring a security guard might sound like an immediate, logical solution but it is not the answer. 
A security guard would be responsible to maintain safety & security of a specific site (our 
location), not to follow clients around town and monitor their behavior off of our property. If we 
would have had a security guard on site the day of the incident it wouldn’t have changed the 
outcome of what occurred off of our property. Not having a security guard should not imply that 
we are not concerned about what occurs in our vicinity; when the incident occurred across the 
street our staff members were very responsive, instantly called the police and went to speak with 
the individual immediately to attempt to de-escalate the situation.  
 
General statements: 
Again we would like to redirect the discussion to what is it that our clients need? They don’t 
need more policing, more stigma attached to their illnesses, but rather support from the 
community. They need access to the right services, at the right time, at the right location to help 
improve their lives. 
 
We currently provide services to over 600 individuals from our community. It is, however, this 
unfortunate situation that is driving the discussion of what our local community desires rather 
than what our clients need and how our clients benefit from mental health treatment and support 
services. We wish you could see the impact we have on the other 600+ individuals who we have 
assisted this year in which situations of this nature did not occur. Unfortunately, news stories like 
these and the attention they receive often perpetuate the stigma attached to individuals with 
mental health concerns. We hope instead that this nurtures conversations of how we can better 
work together as a community to assist those in need.  
 
The Canton Friendship Center was created in 1984 to provide a safe space for individuals who 
had been deinstitutionalized from state mental health hospitals. We grew out of a grassroots 
movement driven by downtown businesses who didn’t want “those people” around their 
property. It is sad that nearly thirty years later our clients are still facing the same stigma, just in 
another location. But we will continue the good fight; we will continue to represent and support 
those in our community whose voice isn’t often heard and those with mental health issues that 
have an incorrect picture painted of them based on isolated incidents. 
 
In closing, we hope that this unfortunate situation that occurred off of our property is an impetus 
for community-wide discussions and community education of the fact that with the right 
treatment and support services individuals with mental health issues can and do recover.  
 
Respectfully Submitted, 

 
Heather Voris 
Executive Director 


