
Potomac Center CEO: Breakdown led to 
removal of 24 
Harshbarger backs investigations, resolves to clean up mess 
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ROMNEY — A routine investigation into possible abuse at the Potomac Center last week escalated into 
the removal of 24 children and revelation of multiple instances where low-level employees allegedly 
humiliated or bullied the developmentally disabled children who they were in their care. 

The state Department of Health and Human Resources — which led the initial investigation — removed 
all 24 children ages 5 to 18 from the Blue Street campus's Intensive Treatment Program over the course of 
2 days.  

Shortly thereafter, an official with the DHHR publicly lambasted the Potomac Center for its “inhumane 
and degrading” treatment of those residents in a prepared statement.  

Monday, the nonprofit's CEO, Rick Harshbarger, said that a combination of a few bad actors and a 
communication breakdown in the chain of command are the cause of the DHHR's findings and its 
subsequent withdrawal of those children.   

Harshbarger said he agreed with the adjectives used in DHHR Cabinet Secretary Karen L. Bowling's 
stern denunciation of the “exploitation” committed at the Romney campus, characterizing those actions 
described to her by DHHR investigators as criminal and unjustifiable.  

“I am outraged and deeply saddened by the exploitation of children and lack of compassion by some 
employees at this facility,” she said in the public statement. “Let me reiterate, in the strongest terms, my 
condemnation of this behavior.” 

“There were no serious physical injuries. No one received first aid,” Harshbarger said. “… But I would 
agree with those words – demeaning, disrespectful, degrading, mocking. I would use those words. Making 
fun of.” 

The alleged crimes were, in one case, only minimally sexual in nature, he said. “There may have been a 
brushing of a breast, but that was same-sex.” 

Given that there is still an open investigation on-going, authorities have yet to release any more details of 
the possible crimes committed at the Potomac Center 

“Please understand I want the people of Hampshire County to understand the truth as much as 
confidentiality and privacy will allow,” the CEO said. “I think the rumor mill in situations like this does 
more harm that good.” 

The DHHR's findings have led to the dismissal or suspension of a handful of direct service providers, as 
well as personnel in middle management, Harshbarger said. 

Other group homes on Birch Lane, which houses 8 residents, and Washington Street, which houses 6, 
have not been affected, nor have the 5 other 3-bed homes that the Potomac Center runs. 

The program that was affected — the Intensive Training Program, the largest of 3 run by the facility and 
what Harshbarger described as the Potomac Center's “bell cow” — apparently will remain closed, though 
Harshbarger said he is already looking for avenues to bring the children back. 

Still, officials at the Potomac Center must wait until they receive word from Charleston before any of the 
program's 3 shuttered houses will be reinstated. 

Plans are to travel to the state's capital this week to do just that, Harshbarger said, including local 
lawmakers Delegate Ruth Rowan and state Sen. Donald Cookman. 

As the DHHR has not returned any children and the Potomac Center operates on a fee-for-services basis, 
the nonprofit has been hurt financially as a result of the residents' departure.  

“At the moment, we aren't getting paid,” said Harshbarger, who has served first as chief financial officer 
and then as CEO of the organization since it began in 1980. 

The Potomac Center, an independent, not-for-profit organization, claimed nearly $8 million in total 
revenue in 2012, with about $7.2 million received as program service revenue and about $733,000 from 
contributions and grants. Harshbarger's salary rings in at about $90,000. 

The center is currently the 4th largest employer in Hampshire County. 



Essential personnel at the center have been cut back to 32 hours from 40, and non-essential personnel 
have been offered liberal leave, Harshbarger said, adding that this state is working to vet possibly 
troublesome employees before allowing them to return to work.  

The program currently employs 60 to 70 people, he said. 
 “The fact of the matter is, when they clear each DSP and we have enough to open one house, we should 

open one house,” said Harshbarger. “Let’s bring the kids back. Because we’re hearing from all over the 
place that the kids want to come home.” 

 
How it played out 

On Monday, Harshbarger clarified the chronology of last week's events from his perspective, beginning 
with the call he received from another high-level official at the Potomac Center in regard to a “routine” 
investigation of alleged abuse. 

“Wednesday morning everything was hunky-dory like nothing ever happened,” he said. “We had a 
normal report of a possible abuse. We have those from time to time. Everybody does. It’s kind of a routine 
thing. But we called it in ourselves – self-reported – just like we were supposed to.” 

Kim Helmstetter, the Potomac Center's chief operating officer, called then to tell Harshbarger that a 
DHHR investigator had arrived on site and conducted an inquiry. 

That investigation then unfurled into a tell-all session of direct service providers exposing the 
wrongdoings of other direct service providers. 

“(The DHHR) explained to me that the person who they were investigating was saying – once they really 
realized they were found out — they were basically talking about other incidents that other people were 
doing and nobody knew about,” he said. 

In the process of that evening, Harshbarger said he discovered several incidents, up to as many as 6 that 
went unreported.  

“And that’s a no-no,” he said. “That’s a cardinal sin. We report everything. We report red marks. We 
report scratches. … Having 4 or 5 or 6 is enough to make them upset, the interviewers.” 

What further concerned DHHR investigators was that reports of any potential wrongdoing “didn’t travel 
upward very far – it’s supposed to travel up the chain of command – and it didn’t,” Harshbarger said. 
“Somewhere in middle supervision it was stopping. It was being handled internally by middle supervision.”  

Harshbarger said that it wasn't until Thursday morning when he learned from Helmstetter that the DHHR 
was removing the children. “When I left there at 1 a.m. on Thursday morning, I knew we were going to 
have to fire a supervisor at least one, I knew we were going to fire some DSPs and do some re-training.” 

“It was a quick reaction,” he said of the DHHR's removal of the children.  
“It didn’t just disrupt their placement at the Potomac Center,” he later said. “It disrupted their education 

in Hampshire County schools.” 
As employees had reported more misconduct of other employees, he said, investigators “didn’t know 

what direct care workers they could trust. And until they found out what direct care workers were good or 
not good or trustworthy or not trustworthy or capable of abuse or not, the kids couldn’t stay. They were 
going to temporarily take kids all over the place until the investigation was complete. That’s why we don’t 
have the kids.” 

Direct service providers “were ratting on each other,” he said. “Once they realized they were going 
down, they weren’t going down alone. And they ratted on their buddies.” 

Harshbarger stressed that he and other high-level officials at the Potomac Center didn't know about these 
incidents' occurrences until the investigation discovered them. 

 “I didn’t know any of these things,” he said. “Charleston didn’t know any of these things until 
Wednesday and Thursday.” 

The Potomac Center's board of directors met on Thursday night, holding an “emotional” session, said 
board member Patricia Anderson.  

“We were all very upset about it, of course. It was a very emotional evening. The primary focus … was 
the children. What they were going through, by transitioning into stranger’s cars and stranger’s houses. We 
were also concerned. … How some little incident like this could undermine all the good work we’ve done. 
It’s very disappointing. We’d like to see this made an example so it doesn’t happen again.” 

The DHHR removed most of the children between Thursday and Friday, Harshbarger said, and some 
were moved at night.  

Until the children were able to be taken to various foster homes throughout the region, DHHR workers 
were sent to monitor each child until they were able to be removed safely from the center's premises. 



“It was very impressive how fast they found DHHR workers to drive to Romney,” Harshbarger said. 
Currently, the West Virginia State Police are conducting an investigation, though whether anything has 

amounted to criminal charges has yet to be disclosed. Trooper First Class M.M. Massie is the lead 
investigator in the case. 

“This investigation will be quite extensive,” Sgt. R.W. Mason said Tuesday. “It could be a month or 
more before we have anything to announce.” 

The DHHR said in a statement last Friday that it will continue to monitor the facility on a 24-hour basis 
and will work with the state police. 

“The people who did these things are going to be prosecuted,” said Harshbarger. “... The management of 
the Potomac Center and the Potomac Center board is on the side of the investigators. The prosecutors, the 
state police: we’re on their side. I want these people prosecuted. I want to be able to go to Mount Olive and 
see them behind bars. I’m going to do that if I get the chance.” 

“I want to emphasize that I’m 110 percent supportive of Dan James, the state police and the DHHR,” he 
said. 

 
A mother’s tale 

One of the mothers of the children removed from the Potomac Center last week spoke out on Monday 
night on condition of anonymity. 

Her son, who is in his late teens, had been staying at the center for 30 days before being returned to the 
care of his parents. He was a member of the Intensive Behavior Training, program. 

“He wasn't due to leave until July,” she said. 
“Our experience was good for the most part,” the parent said. “There were things here and there that 

bothered us. Things started becoming different when he was moved from B House to another house. He has 
had things to come up missing, like 2 DVD players and 2 iPod Touches. The 2nd one was bought by his 
house supervisor for him for Christmas after the 1st came up missing. When we picked him up on Friday, 
we learned that the 2nd one couldn't be found.” 

The mother said that she and her husband, who live in southern West Virginia, were not directly notified 
of the situation until they called in to check on their son. 

“We were told that they had word an hour prior to our call that they were told that all the kids would 
have to be sent home due to 'serious abuse allegations,'” she said. “We were in utter shock, flabbergasted. It 
has felt like the rug has been pulled right out from under us. My son has been doing so well up there. He 
has come along and I am so upset because his teacher is such an amazing person who has moved heaven 
and earth to help him. And there have been good, caring staff that my son has gotten close to.” 

Since then, the temporary situation has been both mentally tough and financially straining on the family, 
the parent said. 

“We weren't prepared financially for the expense of going to get him,” she said.  
The parent said they had to leave 2 bags of clothes in their son's Potomac Center house because their car 

couldn't hold them all.  
“What we did bring home just had coats, shoes, a couple pairs of pants, shorts and one shirt. No socks or 

underwear,” she said. “So we had to go out and buy more clothes.” 
“We weren't prepared on how to handle him or how to continue what the center had already had in place 

to manage his behaviors,” the parent said.  
Her son suffers from autism and epilepsy.  
“So, we have to start calling around to neurologists and primary care doctors to try to get him in, and also 

find doctors who are understanding and experienced with special needs people. We have to call Social 
Security to get his money directed back down here.” 

“It's been very tough. I am so heartbroken,” the parent said. “… It feels like someone ripped the rug out 
from under us. We were not prepared at all for this. We went into crisis mode. Finances strained because 
we have had unexpected expenses. But we've been blessed by family and friends who love us and have 
helped lighten the load. Then there is the matter of 'What's next? Do we send him back? What about 
doctors? We have to hurry and find him new doctors!' And on and on.” 

 
Changes in store  



In light of the investigation revealing more than a single, isolated incident, Harshbarger said that there 
will be a major overhaul of Potomac Center practices, even if the requirement of providing all residents 
there with basic human dignity has already been stressed throughout all employee training sessions. 

“The first thing we’re going to do is we’re going to move the part about the philosophy and the ethics 
and morality and respect — we’re going to move it up to the main, to the first day. We’re going to make 
sure that’s talked about.” 

“There’s an 800-number posted everywhere,” he said. “Any abuse or neglect you gotta call. They can 
call that number right away. We train and train and train on this: even if you suspect, even if you don’t 
know, even if you might have an inkling report it. That’s the way it is.” 

The Potomac Center already conducts FBI and state police background checks on all potential hires, as 
well as drug-testing on a regular basis, he said. “We have probably the most rigorous training in the state,” 
he said. 

For at least the houses affected by the DHHR investigation, the CEO described a culture where some 
middle management did not follow protocol and some lower level employees were apathetic at best. 

“As time has gone on… I think that the morality of this workforce is not as strong as it used to be,” he 
said. “… I think that you can see that across society.”   

The worst humiliation in these allegations came from cell phone-related misconduct, Harshbarger said. 
“Cell phones were a root at all of this,” he said. “We have a cell phone policy that they turn their cell 

phone in at the beginning of the shift. The shift supervisor did not enforce that policy and we did not know 
that. A lot of that was cell phone generated. ‘Look at this. Let’s do this and have a picture of this.’ Nothing 
naked or anything like that – just demeaning.” 

Each house in the program is divided into 8 residents, Harshbarger said, and 4 to 5 DSPs work in each 
house on a typical shift. During that time, a single roving professional would inspect those 3 houses, which 
located side by side. 

“That ended up being a problem,” he said, adding that in the future, each house will have its own 
professional caretaker.  

“We do have enough presence, now,” he said. “… these were the same people over and over.” 
The alleged acts were primarily committed on late-evening and weekend shifts, Harshbarger said, in 1 

house.  
“It was mainly 1 house, 1 shift,” he stressed, “with a little bit in the 2nd house.” 
“We’re going to put a supervisor in each daggone house. Up until after they go to bed,” Harshbarger said. 

“... We’re going to revamp the reporting. The first people that know are the state but I’m going to know in 
the process now. I wasn’t in the process before. I found out because somebody called me… I’m going to be 
in the primary chain of command.” 

“I’ve been a member of this community for 34 years,” he said. “I put my life into this program. It’s 
difficult, but we’re dealing with it.” 

According to the Potomac Center's website, the Intensive Training Program is a short-term residential 
placement designed to assist children with developmental disabilities and behavioral issues. 

“Each of 3 homes, located in the northern section of Romney, holds 8 children of similar ages and 
promotes a family-oriented atmosphere. The program teaches adaptation skills to enable the child to 
function more independently with their family or other group setting. Highly supervised and structured, a 
team approach is used to develop programs focused on individual need, which vary depending on 
functioning level and/or behavioral challenges,” it says. 

Staff member Jim King contributed to this report.  
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