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The Picture of Long-Lasting Love

Ellen Burkett of Long Island and New York City, New 
York, is the proud mother of Leslie, an Opengate 
resident for over 30 years. Leslie, who lives in Bernstein 
House, came to live at Opengate when she was in her 
early 20s. 

“I am delighted and relieved that Leslie lives in a 
wonderful community. She is very content, loves her 
roommate and feels all the residents and staff are 
family,” says Burkett. Leslie visits her mother at least 
every six weeks, if not more often, and enjoys bringing 
her crossword puzzles and coloring books. “She loves 
to visit and is also very happy to see our neighbors 
who are delighted to see her, too,” she adds.  

Legacy Giving & Estate Planning

Burkett is a strong proponent of Legacy Giving 
and is in the process of working with her lawyer 
to ensure her paperwork is in order. “I’m happy 
to leave a legacy for Opengate,” she says. “I want 
Leslie protected for her whole life and I want that 
community to exist. There are simply not that many 
places that are like Opengate.”

We agree with you, Mrs. Burkett, and urge other 
parents, siblings, relatives and friends to consider 
Legacy Giving and Estate Planning so Opengate can 
exist for a very long time. 

According to Randi Rios-Castro, Opengate Chief 
Operating Officer, wills and living trusts are fairly 
simple to create. “In order to name a charity among 
your beneficiaries, you simply state the not-for-
profit’s full legal name, location and tax identification 
number. Add the nature of the gift, such as cash or 
property, and any restrictions on what the charity can 
or cannot do with your gift,” explains Rios-Castro.

Furthermore, adds Rios-Castro, “it’s even simpler for 
you to name your not-for-profit as the beneficiary 
of property such as a bank account, life insurance 
policy, or retirement plan.” Your bank or other 
financial institution usually provides a form for the 
donor to complete. Contact Ms. Rios-Castro at 
randir@opengateinc.org or (914) 277-5350 for more 
information. 

May Leslie enjoy a long, loving life living among those 
she knows as family. Her mother need not worry one bit.   
❧

Ellen Burkett and her daughter, Leslie Sands
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CEO’s  
Message

Dear Friends of Opengate,
As you know, Opengate is a private, not-for-profit 
residential, day program and community-based 
provider serving adults with developmental disabilities 
in Westchester County. Today, we stand with other like 
providers across New York State who are advocating for a 
living wage for Direct Service Professionals (DSPs).
The recent wage and benefit mandates by the State of New 
York have created a difficult staff turnover situation within 
our agency and others who offer quality care to individuals 
with disabilities. We greatly value our DSPs who are core 
personnel in direct care of our individuals. Their job is 
often strenuous and stressful, but very rewarding. 
The minimum wage controversy has led to DSPs leaving 
agencies like Opengate for other positions with better 
pay and less responsibility creating a terrible gap in the 
ability of agencies to retain continuity of care. Adapting to 
changes in staff is often frightening and frustrating for our 
individuals. Staff retention is a top priority for continuity 
of care and is seriously compromised by the inequality 
of pay to Direct Support Professionals. DSPs work hard 
to provide hands on care to individuals who are unable 
to care for themselves but are only funded to receive pay 
comparable to fast food workers who don’t have the 
added responsibilities of ensuring the well-being of others.
We implore everyone to support petitioning lawmakers to 
secure funding in the state budget to provide a living wage 
for DSPs and other critical direct care workers. Call and 
email your state Senator, Assembly member, and Governor 
Andrew Cuomo. Urge them to include funding for wage 
increases for Direct Support Professionals and those who 
work with people with developmental disabilities. Let them 
know that DSPs deserve to be paid in accordance with the 
commitment and dedication they bring to the profession. 
Sincerely,

Brian Hulten, LCSW
Chief Executive Officer
P.S. If you are on social media like Facebook or Twitter, tag your 
legislators in your posts and tweets to bring attention to this  
vital issue. 

Congratulations to  
2016 Employee of the 
Year Tiffany Heath!
Tiffany has been with 
Opengate since 2008 
and primarily works at 
our Day Habilitation 
program, but also assists 
in other houses when 
needed. In fact, she was 
nominated and voted  
Employee of the Year by 
not only the staff in the Day Hab program, but 
also staff in other houses where she works.

Tiffany is described as a team player, responsible, 
dedicated, and always willing to lend a hand in all 
areas. She is an extraordinary leader and a support 
to all staff members and was voted Employee of the 
Month in March 2016 for her exemplary service.

Well known at Opengate for her compassion and 
commitment to the individuals we serve, she once 
was called upon to perform the Heimlich maneuver 
which saved the life of a choking indivdual.

There were nine staff members nominated for 
Employee of the Year, and we would like to 
acknowledge them for all they do. Our thanks 
go to Valrie Watson, Gary Sinkin, Liz Dama, 
Nicole Martin, Sharon Oloo, Ramon Simmonds, 
Maureen Blackmore and Nicole Robles.

Congratulations, Tiffany Heath, 2016 Employee 
of the Year and our very own hero. ❧

Why #bFair2DirectCare?

23.07%
one-year

TURNOVER  
rate

6,442,594
hours  

OVERTIME  
paid to 

compensate for 
the high vacancies

20%
increase in the 
VACANCY rate 

from  
2014 to 2015

* Results from a 2015 survey with respondents from 136 
not-for-profit OPWDD provider agencies that support 

people with developmental disabilities in New York State.
Respondents had a total of 66,567 full and part-time DSPs 

and other support staff.
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Each month Opengate plans improvements, additions, or modifications to our infrastructure. We also purchase 
items for our individuals’ use, such as computers, greenhouse tools, etc.  

Your donations make our work possible!

Name______________________________________ Address________________________________________________

 _____ $200  _____ $100  _____ $50  _____ $25  $_______ OTHER AMOUNT

 I prefer that my donation remain anonymous.
Please mail tax deductible contribution to the address below.

PO Box 419 • Armonk, NY 10504

✁

Opt-in Email Address ____________________________________ 

Signature _______________________________________________ 

By signing here, you agree to receive occasional emails from Opengate.

Consider Legacy Giving
Legacy giving is is a form of philanthropy that in-
volves contributing one’s assets through wills and 
estate plans to enhance the mission and work of a 
charitable institution. 

Most people make 
charitable donations 
throughout their life-
time, yet only approx-
imately 10 per cent 
create legacy gifts, 
mainly because they 
were never asked to 
do so, or do not un-
derstand the impor-
tance of this form of 
contribution.

“The benefits of legacy giving to agencies such as 
Opengate is to give the agency the ability for long-
term financial stability and sustaining the services we 
provide to our individuals, many whose parents are our 
reliable donors,” says Brian Hulten, Chief Executive 
Officer. “It also allows us to give those parents the 
peace of mind that their children will be cared for after 
they are gone.”

Opengate encourages our friends to be recruiters 
for Opengate, sharing your positive experiences 
with others and having conversations about our 

long-term goals.”
–Randi Rios-Castro, Chief Operating Officer

Almost everyone has the ability to create a legacy gift. 
It’s not just for the wealthy because no gift is too small 
and every gift has the ability to impact on someone’s 

life. There are many forms of legacy giving and none 
are difficult to create. “Even if you aren’t a parent of 
one of our individuals, but stand by our mission with 
regular donations, your planned gift is important to 
continue your own philanthropic legacy,” says Hulten.

Opengate has simple legacy giving programs in place 
and we offer anyone the opportunity to consult with 
someone on our staff about which program suits their 
needs best. 

According to Randi Rios-Castro, Chief Operating 
Officer: “We feel our agency’s mission is too important 
to leave to chance, and reliance on our dwindling share 
of government funding has created the need to greatly 
enhance our legacy giving programs.” In fact, in order 
to have long-term survival, all non-profits recognize 
the need to diversify revenue streams. Legacy giving is 
one way to go into the future by expanding Opengate’s 
donor base and knowing the agency’s work will be 
sustained. 

Each legacy gift has a significant impact on the future of 
Opengate and, especially, for the individuals we serve. 
Generous donations not only assist with the everyday 
expenses, but also allows us to make improvements in 
our resources for adults with disabilities and ensuring 
their future includes the stability they so deserve.

The success of legacy giving is measured by extensive 
participation from others in the community as well 
as regular donors. “As always, Opengate encourages 
our friends to be recruiters for Opengate, sharing your 
positive experiences with others and having conversa-
tions about our long-term goals,” says Rios-Castro.

To receive detailed information about how you can 
create a legacy gift to Opengate, please call or email 
Randi Rios-Castro at (914) 277-5350 or randir@
opengateinc.org. ❧
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Opengate is pleased to be a recipient of Amazon 
Smile donations that are a percentage of sales. 
Sign up at amazon.com or visit our website 
at www.opengateinc.org for a click through link.

Winter Holidays Fun
Opengate’s Annual Holiday Party was held at The Pinnacle 
at Heritage Hills in Somers on December 14, 2016. Aside 
from dinner and dancing, Santa and his Elves presented 
each individual with a personalized gift. Two Board 
Members also attended. They were Paula Desperito 
along with her granddaughter who is pursuing studies in 
the IDD field, and Lia Grasso, a 15-year Board member 
whose son, Thomas, has been with Opengate since the 
mid 1960s. 

“Most of all,” says Grasso, “my son and his friends love 
the music, dancing and singing. The amazing staff goes 
above and beyond to ensure that everyone enjoys the 
event. The party is always a huge success.”

Four-year Board member Paula Desperito said: “The 
best part of the party was seeing the fun everyone had 
together and observing the love and respect shown by 
employees and residents. Having my granddaughter, 
Shea Braumuller, attend was an added bonus since 
autism is her focus when she heads to graduate school 
this fall.” According to Desperito, Shea has already 
proven her educational talent, especially from pre-
school to young adult. ❧

Board Members Lia Grasso (left) and Paula Desperito (right). 
Paula’s granddaughter, Shea Braumuller, is in the middle.

Attendees at the Opengate annual Holiday Party.


