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Boro clarifies: All able to partake in weekly
Circle of Friends dances
By Haley Behre

BELMAR — All are welcome to the Circle of Friends Helping Young Adults with Down Syndrome [HYDAS] weekly
dances.

That was the clarification Circle of Friends co-founder Carol Cupoli and borough administrator Colleen Connolly
made after several borough residents, whose children attend the event, heard that people under the age of 16
were no longer permitted at the dances.

The Circle of Friends, a Belmar-based nonprofit, offers social outings for those physically or mentally
challenged.

One of those outings is a weekly summer dance, which has become a favorite in town. The dance is held by the
Circle of Friends in partnership with the Borough of Belmar.

Recently, it came to light that there was an age restriction placed on the dance, with only those over 16 years
old allowed to enter.

Residents Tracy Bean and Joe Bock, as well as others, attended the Americans with
Disabilities Act [ADA] committee meeting on July 25 after they heard about the age
restriction placed on the dance. Mrs. Bean and her husband Councilman Jim Bean
have a son Alex, 6, who has a brain injury. Mr. Bock has a 9-year-old son, Daniel, who
has autism. Both children attend the dances.

Mrs. Bean and Mr. Bock attended the borough’s ADA Committee meeting to voice their
opinion and talk about alternatives so their children could still attend.

Mrs. Bean said she heard about the age restriction from Jay Bowman, of Farmingdale,
who is the DJ for the dances. He DJ’d the dances last year, as well.

Mr. Bowman said when he was talking to Mrs. Cupoli about returning to DJ the dances this summer, Mrs. Cupoli
told him the borough had placed an age restriction on the dances.

Mrs. Bean said she was upset when she heard about the age restriction because the dances were an activity her
whole family could look forward to and they helped Alex move around.

A few days after the ADA meeting, Ms. Connolly and Mrs. Cupoli called Mrs. Bean to tell her that her child can
partake in the dances.

For both Alex and Daniel, the Circle of Friends HYDAS dances offer a time of fun and camaraderie with others.

It also serves as a time of learning as it is at those dances that Alex learned to clap his hands and to stay on his
feet longer, Mrs. Bean said.

“I love the Circle of Friends and what they’re doing for the community,” which is why Mrs. Bean wanted to be a
part of it, she said.

According to Ms. Connolly, it is “tough to pinpoint what happened” and where or how word got out that those
under 16 could not attend, but there was never an age restriction in place.
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“At the end of the day, everyone is welcome,” she said.

Ms. Connolly added that if there is a misunderstanding, people should call her about it.

Mayor Matt Doherty said there was never an age restriction in place.

“We [the borough] don’t dictate who goes or who doesn’t go,” he said, noting all the borough does is support
the event and provide the space for the dances.

Mrs. Cupoli said there was a misunderstanding.

There had been a discussion about a safety concern and smaller children running around amongst herself,
family members and borough employees, but no action was taken, Mrs. Cupoli said. Mrs. Cupoli had told Mr.
Bowman about the concern, she said.

“It got totally misconstrued,” she said.

The Circle of Friends is about inclusion, Mrs. Cupoli said, and is about having a community-based social affair
that everyone can enjoy.

“No one has ever been turned away from the Circle of Friends, ever, especially a challenged person or a young
person,” she said.

Although the mayor, borough administrator and the co-founder of the nonprofit say there was no restriction in
place, Councilwoman Claire Deicke, who sits on the ADA Committee, said there was.

She said she had no knowledge of the age restriction until Mrs. Bean brought it to her attention. Upon learning
of the restriction, Councilwoman Deicke said she looked into the matter, talked to borough officials and
discovered the borough had made such a restriction. She declined to disclose which employees she spoke to.

“Maybe it was an unofficial kind of restriction but that’s what I understood,” she said.

The restriction was put in place when the summer dances began, the councilwoman said. The summer dances
began in July.

According to Councilwoman Deicke, the reasoning to do so was for safety because little children were running
around.

That information was misconstrued, according to the councilwoman, and people took it personally and “that’s
unfortunate.”

It was “never meant as a personal attack on anybody,” Councilwoman Deicke said, noting the ADA Committee
did not make the decision.

“ADA members support the dances and the wonderful work of the borough,” the councilwoman said.

Mr. Bock said the safety concern reason was a “a lot of bull” and that spaces such as gyms and dance halls are
made “for kids to dance and have a good time or play basketball or something.”

Mary Louise Anderson, of 13th Avenue, said she loves the dances and goes to “every single one.” Ms. Anderson
serves on the ADA Committee.

Understanding and agreeing with are two different things, Ms. Anderson said, and while she understood the age
restriction she thought it was a shame that children like Alex and Daniel were left out as a result.

Now that the decision has been overturned, Ms.Anderson said it is “absolutely wonderful.”

ADA Committee member Carol Barnwell said the committee has always “whole-heartedly” supported children
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and adults with special needs in the community.

“We supported Circle of Friends because it provides a dance program for adults with special needs,” she said.

“There are very few programs for that age group.”

Councilwoman Deicke said one good thing “came out of the ugliness that was perpetuated” and that is a new
program for young children with disabilities. The music-based program, which is in its early stage of
development, will be sponsored by the ADA Committee and borough.

The hopes are to have the new program, which will be music based, up and running by the end of September.

The Circle of Friends weekly summer dances are held at the borough gym, 601 Main St., from 7 to 9 p.m. on
Wednesdays.
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