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Like Gainesville's remarkable Innovation Hub, let's make Tacachale our Empathy 

Hub. 

Tacachale's physical plant division director holds the door for a resident and her 

caregiver at the residential center for the intellectually disabled. 

Tacachale has a decreasing population only because applicants have been denied, 

not because there is no longer a need. The staff, many from east Gainesville, are 

there and they want to stay. The facilities are there. The cottages can be renovated 

and filled because the need is overwhelming. 

It seems, however, that Gainesville has caught the fever of "development is 

progress," which we've long resisted. I write on behalf of those who have no power 

but desperately need progress that is humane and compassionate. 

The Tacachale campus has a hospital, job centers, a canteen, and safe 

neighborhoods where cars are not a threat and neighbors do not complain about 

loss of property values. Residents can make repetitive sounds. On one visit for over 
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an hour I heard a resident shout, "I want to go camping," which can go on for this 

resident's waking hours. 

For Tacachale's staff, tantrums and discordant sounds are all in a day's work. For 

two group house "parents" in a city neighborhood, subduing one resident while the 

contagion of volatile energy incites the others is irritating and a noise violation. On 

the Tacachale campus, usually controlled residents occasionally soiling themselves 

and dropping their pants is all in a day's work. In a city neighborhood, it's indecent 

exposure. 

Many Floridians and thousands of Americans need residential care for their 

disabled children, as we have needed or will need residential care for our parents as 

they become less able. Imagine if no options were available and your parents 

became your daily responsibility, to bathe and feed, to bandage and diaper, to 

answer their same questions all day, to be their only friends. Imagine having no 

caring residential choice, no progressive care you could afford, only group homes 

dotted around town or the state or the South with underpaid and overworked 

caregivers. 

Tacachale offers a safety net of teams of professionals helping the residents and 

each other, thus limiting abuse and neglect. These employees have diligently 

worked for decades to provide a secure and loving haven for the mentally disabled 

and physically disfigured. 

I have been the volunteer guardian advocate for as many as five residents — a result 

of some parents refusing this duty, convinced the advocacy program was a trick to 

put their resident children on buses and send them home. I am the guardian of my 

sister, whom my parents were told would not live to see age 5. She is a 64-year 
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former resident of two Sunlands in South Florida, now closed, and since age four 

has been in Gainesville. 

We've been told she has the IQ of an 18 month old, though we think it's higher, and 

she is physically deformed, a condition called Apert syndrome. Her head is large, 

her bulbous and now-blind eyes are sewn shut so they won't dry out, and she has 

webbed fingers and toes. Her teeth were always a tangle; despite excellent care she 

doesn't have many left. In public, children have been frightened by her appearance. 

But not at Tacachale. 

At Tacachale, she is not a freak. She has a job, and she has a routine that everyone 

knows not to disrupt because she has a temper. She has been known to break plate 

glass windows, she bites herself, she beats her head against whatever she is near, 

usually a wall, and she grumbles if anyone tries to assist her. Fiercely independent, 

she is known and familiar, she is forgiven and cared for, she is called "sugar" and 

"sweetie." 

In my work, I receive calls monthly from aging parents desperate about their adult 

children whom they will soon be unable to care for. They fear their children will be 

vulnerable and resented burdens perhaps even by their siblings, who are already 

overwhelmed with providing for their families with scant resources, or by strangers 

who are unfamiliar and perhaps indifferent. 

One mother called asking for help placing her son, who is 60. He was a normal high 

school student and an all-star ball player when he contracted syphilis. He didn't 

dare tell his religious family who realized too late something was wrong when the 

boy couldn't hide the stench of his soiled clothes. 

He is pocked with scars and has lost control of his bladder and colon. His mother 

watches over him so he can do his chore, washing dishes that he "hardly ever 
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breaks." The state can put him on a waiting list for the nearest facility, a distance 

that would prohibit his mother from seeing him. I have talked with other parents 

who admitted wrestling with "Of Mice and Men"-type solutions, i.e., "accidents" or 

overdosing together. 

Preserve Tacachale. Renovate and expand. Make it unique in the nation, as was 

done with the Crisis Center. Make it a model of progress — a Compassion Hub 

offering respite to families and a safe and caring home for the unable. The 

population exists statewide and nationwide. 

Let's not miss this unique opportunity. Let's enable Tacachale's amazing staff to do 

what they do best. Let's say we know that land is a premium and that's why the 

cottages will once again fill with those who most need compassion and a second 

family. 

Let's be the voice for those who have none. 

— Jane Edwards lives in Gainesville. 


