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Oversight: The State of Senior Centers in NYCHA Developments
Introduction


On Tuesday, October 24, 2006, the Subcommittee on Senior Centers and the Subcommittee on Public Housing, chaired by Council Members James Vacca and Rosie Mendez respectively, will conduct a joint oversight hearing on the topic: “The State of Senior Centers in NYCHA Developments.”  Those invited to testify include representatives from the Department for the Aging (DFTA), the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA), as well as numerous advocates who work with housing and senior related issues.

Background 

Senior Centers are an important resource for providing various food, health and social services to New York City’s senior population.  The Older Americans Act defines senior centers in part as being focal points that provide “multiple functions, assuring access to a broad and comprehensive array of service opportunities for older people, either on site or through referral.”
 There are currently 1.3 million senior citizens in the City,
 and with the older adult population becoming one of the fastest growing groups in the City, senior centers will be faced with a much larger demand on their services and facilities.  Along with this growth, the City’s elderly population is also becoming more racially and ethnically diverse.
  The 2000 Census showed that almost one in every two elderly New Yorkers identified as a minority, as compared to one in three in 1990.
  Accordingly, at this hearing, the Subcommittees will examine ways by which the City can ensure that senior centers, particularly those located in NYCHA developments, are properly maintained, have the facilities necessary to cater to the growing senior population, and provide adequate programs given the growth and changes in New York’s senior residents.

The Department for the Aging (DFTA) and the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) play an important role in the maintenance and viability of senior centers.  DFTA manages the City’s 329 senior centers, 138 of which are located in NYCHA housing developments, with 42 of them run by NYCHA itself.
 The remaining centers are run by community-based organizations such as churches and civic organizations and are located in spaces provided for by the private organizations or in their own separate facility.
  Funding for senior centers at NYCHA is not tied to a specific funding stream or designated to individual senior centers, but rather through the types of programs that are provided at a center.  The lack of a specific funding stream often makes it difficult for centers to meet their most basic needs as the cost of running a center, which ranges from $350,000 to $400,000 annually, can be prohibitively high.

NYCHA is the largest public housing authority in North America with 344 developments spread throughout the City.
 Nearly 415,000 authorized residents live in almost 180,000 apartments. These numbers represent 8.6% of the City’s rental apartments and 5.1% of the City’s population.
 The majority of developments are almost evenly distributed in Manhattan (with 103), Brooklyn (with 101) and the Bronx (with 98), while Queens has 26 developments and Staten Island has 11.
 Forty-two (42) developments are for seniors only, although 15 of these developments exist within complexes of mixed-populations.
  NYCHA has more than 10,000 apartments that are designated for seniors only.
  Currently, 34.2% of NYCHA households, over a third of NYCHA’s population, are headed by persons over 62 year of age.

In its Resident Handbook, NYCHA states that “[t]he chief aim of NYCHA’s Senior Programs is to enable NYCHA residents 60 years of age and older to live comfortably through the natural aging process in safe and familiar surroundings—in short, to allow residents ‘to age in place,’ with dignity.  Senior NYCHA residents participate in the planning of programs that foster independence and incorporate intergenerational and multicultural values.”

Analysis: Issues in NYCHA Developments

Relationship Between DFTA and NYCHA


During the budget negotiations for fiscal year 2004, the Bloomberg Administration argued that budget constraints would force the closure of about 32 DFTA financed senior centers and would necessitate a one day per week furlough at all remaining senior centers.  A mechanism was found to prevent the closures and furloughs from taking place in which NYCHA would assume the financial responsibility for the operation of all the centers located on its property, thereby relieving the City of some financial burden.
 


The two agencies agreed upon a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), which outlines the responsibilities of the two agencies.  Under the MOU, DFTA’s responsibilities include procuring contractors to run centers and provide various senior programs, ensuring that such contractors have completed necessary paperwork and have insurance, sending invoices for such contractors to NYCHA, overseeing capital projects begun before July 1, 2003, notifying NYCHA of any code compliance issues of which DFTA becomes aware, ensuring that 51 percent of the seniors who attend the NYCHA centers must be NYCHA residents, and indemnifying NYCHA.  NYCHA’s responsibilities under the MOU include paying the expenses of operating the centers, providing space for the centers (as well as providing alternative space if programs must be relocated due to renovations or repairs), providing centers with notice before entering premises unless there is an emergency situation, overseeing capital and construction projects begun after July 1, 2003, and performing landlord-like duties, such as providing hot and cold water, extermination services, snow removal and repairs that are not the fault of DFTA or its contractors.

Infrastructure, Maintenance, and Program Issues


Many senior centers in NYCHA developments have long had to deal with poor maintenance when it comes to the upkeep of the facilities.  For example, in a survey of over 170 senior centers conducted by the Council of Senior Centers and Services, 37% of providers reported a need to paint the premises, 35% reported the need for bathroom repairs, 14% reported a lack of proper lighting, 13% were experiencing sewage backup problems and 15% reported the need for facilities to be made accessible for the disabled.

In a hearing held earlier this year before the Subcommittee on Senior Centers, numerous advocates testified about the lack of help they receive when it comes to meeting the most basic maintenance and structural needs. One advocate said, “Most senior centers are over 30 years old.  Many are not handicapped accessible, need bathroom and kitchen repairs, lack proper lighting, need a paint job, and experience sewage backup problems.  Many are simply run down.”
  Oftentimes, the only regular maintenance performed on NYCHA centers was the addition of a new coat of paint every few years.  One witness testified that at certain senior centers in NYCHA establishments in Staten Island, drains for kitchen sinks were overflowing, seniors had to call 311 in the winter and summer because the heating and air conditioning systems did not perform adequately when most needed and that the lighting in these centers was very poor.

It is important to ascertain at this hearing, the exact responsibilities and practices of the two agencies relating to maintaining and repairing senior centers as it is unclear as to whether DFTA and NYCHA have differing guidelines and regulations relating to center upkeep.  Along with the issues relating to the infrastructure of the centers, it is also important to ascertain whether the two agencies have differing guidelines and regulations relating to the programs and services offered, particularly in light of the recent increase in and changes to New York’s senior population.  In this vein, the Subcommittees further hope to ascertain whether there is a need to review resources and funding streams at Senior Centers in general.

� See Administration on Aging website: 


� HYPERLINK "http://www.aoa.gov/about/legbudg/oaa/legbudg_oaa.asp" ��http://www.aoa.gov/about/legbudg/oaa/legbudg_oaa.asp�  Accessed October 13, 2006.


� DFTA website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/dfta/html/about/about.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/dfta/html/about/about.shtml�. Accessed October 18, 2006. 


� See The Older Population in New York City: Changes in Race, Hispanic Origin and Age, 1990 to 2000; An Analysis of the Census Data, by the New York City Department for the Aging Office of Management and Policy Research Unit, Spring 2003.


� See id.


� See NYCHA website � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/html/ccschtml/seniorcenters.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/html/ccschtml/seniorcenters.shtml�. Accessed October 18,2006.


� See Mayor’s Management Report, Fiscal 2006 Preliminary p 37; see also NYCHA website


� HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/html/ccschtml/seniorcenters.shtml" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/html/ccschtml/seniorcenters.shtml� Accessed April 5, 2006; 


� See NYCHA’s Fact Sheet, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/downloads/pdf/factsheet.pdf" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/downloads/pdf/factsheet.pdf�. Last accessed on October 17, 2006. 


� See Id.


� See Id. 


� See Id.


� See Id.


� See id.


� See A Home to be Proud of:  A Handbook for Residents of the New York City Housing Authority, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/downloads/pdf/tenant-handbook.pdf" ��http://www.nyc.gov/html/nycha/downloads/pdf/tenant-handbook.pdf�  


�Article, New York City Independent Budget Office, “Inside the Budget: Senior Services Transferred, Subsidized Employment Increased at Housing Authority,” July 10, 2003, (“Although federal public housing appropriations have been subject to fluctuations in recent years, federal funds are seen by DFTA as a more stable funding stream for senior services than city dollars . . . because it will allow the agency to comply with budget reduction targets mandated by the Mayor while avoiding additional reductions in services for the elderly.”).


� See survey, “More With Less is Impossible,” Council of Senior Centers and Services, January 15, 2005, at 3, 7.


� Testimony of Bobbi Sackman, Director of Public Policy, Center for Senior Centers and Services.  April 10, 2006.  


� Testimony of Nikki Odlivak-Wright, Vice President for Community Agency for Senior Citizens (CASC).  April 10, 2006.  The centers Ms. Odlivak-Wright referred to were the Cassidy Coles, South Beach and New Lane senior centers. 
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