
Dear Commissioner Banks and Joslyn Carter, DHS Administrator,
 
I am a product of the Washington Heights community born and raised within a 
Dominican immigrant family that came to NYC in the late 1940’s. I have dedicated my 
entire 28 year-long professional career as a social worker to the youth and families of 
that same community because I know without a doubt that given the right 
circumstances each child can fulfill their dreams. I have been fortunate to work 
alongside many individuals who are similarly driven and who share my same beliefs that 
the youth of our neighborhood deserve every opportunity to discover and tap into their 
full potential. Dr. Gary Altheim is one such individual, and I was very dismayed to learn 
that DHS terminated the license agreement of his organization, GDS.
 
As a mental health professional, I can personally testify to the important role GDS has 
played in the community as an organization dedicated to the social-emotional 
development of neighborhood youth. As has been thoroughly documented in NYC’s 
community health profiles, there is a very large unmet need for mental health services in 
Washington Heights and Inwood. GDS has a documented history of success in doing its 
part to address this demand for such services. On December 1st, 2012 I had the honor of 
presenting an award to Dr. Gary Altheim and GDS on behalf of the Washington Heights 
and Inwood Youth Service Provider Collective, a consortium of over a dozen youth 
serving organizations based in northern Manhattan. The award was the Collective’s 
recognition of the unsung work Dr. Altheim and GDS have done over the years with our 
community’s youth.
 
DHS’ decision to terminate GDS’ license agreement to occupy space at the Ft. 
Washington Armory is a terminal blow for an organization that we can not afford to lose 
at this time. Suicide rates are on the rise in the district, and I can personally testify to this 
fact. In my current role as a school social worker at Inwood Academy for Leadership I 
have had to help our school community through the unbearably sad nightmare of the 
suicide of one of our very own students in October 2018.  We just can not afford to lose 
an organization addressing the mental health needs of our youth at this time. If anything, 
we must be doing more to support GDS’ mission and increase its capacity to expand its 
mental health services uptown.
 
On behalf of the youth and families of Washington Heights and Inwood, I ask that you 
reconsider and reverse the termination of the GDS license agreement. Do not diminish 
our community’s capacity to address the social-emotional needs of our youth. I stand 
ready to be a part of the solution to prevent that from happening.
 
Sincerely,
 
Angelo Ortiz, LCSW-R


