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(irl forced to return
to a Straight foster

home, neighbors say

By WILLIAM NOTTINGHAM
$t.Pateraburg Timos Sto Virar
A new complhalnt EQAL Hhe Biidight
!ne.dmurmurnmmay g holding juve:
niles agalnat their will was filed with
stnte oificials Thussday by 2 group of
mid-Pinellas County homeowners.

A girl, about 16 and wearing only a
robe, slippers and bluz jeans, apporent-
ly triecd 1o run awsy f{rom one of

. Stroight's foster homes near Largo
sbout 7:30 a.m. Wednesday, Lhe resi-
deuis told state officials.

RESIDENTS SAID the girl
went 1o a neighbor's house and asked
to use tho telephone, But as several
persons watched, she was physically
apprehended by two other girls from
Sllxni[;hl before she could complete the
eall.

“It happened so fasl, they were
- after her in_a flash” anid Theima
Thinns, of I

“She was so [rightened ... 1 think
* ghe was Lrying to get away, she kept
s ellng her sister on the phone tv hur-

+ " “Shopppearcd scared,” Mru. Thom -
« a8 soid
* Thetwogirls whochased the appar-
ent runaway ran uninvited through the
* Thamns house, said Mrs. Thomas’ hus-
+ band Fisher.
After they caught the her, the lwo
girls from Straight held her by the
+ grms and walked her bock to the foster
" hume.

.

H A COMPLAINT was lodged
! Phussday with the Department of
i Health and Rehabilitative Services
+ {11RS), which oversees drug treatment
7 progrums. The witnesses were repre-
» sented hy the Suburban Estates Homao
- Owners Associstion, upd attorney
¢ Jnmea F. Becra,

"1 suppose what those
pecple saw, they saw. A
gitl, Hsm what
understand, did leave the
home unauthorized.”
-—James E. Hartz,
Stroight director

The new allcgations againat
Straight come only two weeks after
HRS acolded the program's directors
for opparently detaining some clients
illegatly in Lhe past.

Stalo Jow prohibits a drug reat-
ment program from holding a juvenile
spainst his will, unless o judge has or-
dered it.

HRS officinls said the Thomases
and ollier witneases are prepared to
recount the event in eworn slatements
1o Pincllas-Pascn Stote Atty. Jomes T.
Russell if o criminal investigation is
colled for.

Associnlion members also told
RS that within the past few months
they hove scen Myoung teenaped gitls

.. who were allegediy handeuffed togeth.

or” enter the Straight foster home,
Beera said. .

Barbara McPherson, an HRS otlor-
ney, confirmed that the agency is inves.
tigating both charges,

But James E. Bartz, Straight’s pra-
gram director, said the incident with
the girl was nut what it may have ap-
peared to be.

“1 SUPPOSE what those peopla
saw, they saw,” he said. "A girl, from
what 1 understand, did leave & home
unauthorized.”

Once the girl waa returned to
Straight’s headguarters, a warchouse
just narth of St Petersburg, her paee
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ents wers notified that she wanted o
leave the drug program, he said. The
parerts drove to Straight and con-
vinced the girl to remain, he said.

"There waa no strong-arm,” said
Hartz. “They (the pirla who cacght the
allcged runsway) were suppesedly con-
cerned about where she was going.”

He said 1he girl was not enrolied at
Straight on a court order, 83 scme
clicnts are. Although she was [ree to
leave, he mgid, "We like a miner to
leave the progrom with his or her par-
ents, becouse we feel respunsible for
the minor," he said.

Twelve hours-a-day, sbout I
clients ranging in age from 12 to 13
undergo peer-pressure behevioral
inodification treatments at Straght

AT NIGHT, some juveniles —
those in advanerd stages of Lreatmert
— return home. But the others are
placed In private homes supervised by
volunteer parents who alsa have chil-
dren enrclled at Straight.

I was ane f those homes — which
Straight officials refer to as “foster
homes” — thal the girl allegedly ran
away from Wednesday.

Hecrs aaid neighbors have com-
plained about the heme in the past

Hartz issued s blanket invitation to
any home sssociation members who
would hike to discuss their com
against Straight with him.
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