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Oversight: Home care funded by New York City's Human Resources Administration and Department for the Aging


On Tuesday, February 28, 2006, the Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Bill de Blasio and the Committee on Aging, chaired by Council Member Maria del Carmen Arroyo, will hold a joint hearing on issues pertaining to home care workers in New York City.  Representatives of the New York City Human Resources Administration/Department of Social Services ("HRA"), the New York City Department for the Aging ("DFTA"), the Home Care Association of New York State, executive staff and members of S.E.I.U. 1199 and representatives of home care agencies are expected to testify.  The following agencies that provide home attendant and housekeeping services to New Yorkers under contract with HRA and DFTA have been invited to testify:  All Season Home Attendants, Personal Touch Home Care, Inc., Bestcare, Inc., All City Care, and Prestige Home Care.  The hearing will focus on home care services funded by HRA and DFTA – which together provide a total of nearly $300,000,000 in care to elderly and ailing New Yorkers per year -- and on the need to improve compensation, benefits, and hours for home health aides.

Background

In January 2006, Council Speaker Christine Quinn announced the "Quinn Principles," a series of fair employment principles for home health aides.  The six specific principles addressed steps to be taken to ensure that dedicated, hard working home care providers are able to provide quality, continuous care for some of the most vulnerable New Yorkers.  The principles are:  provide the highest quality of care; pay a living wage so that Home Health Aides can care for themselves and their families; ensure that Home Health Aides have adequate, employer-funded health insurance; enhance training and education for Home Health Aides so that they can provide the best care possible; refuse to contract with any other agencies for these services unless the Home Health Aides are treated fairly; and cease doing business with agencies that refuse to adhere to the Principles.  Nearly 90 local, state and federal elected officials from New York State have joined in support of the fair employment principles, as well as over 60 other public officials, religious and community leaders.    

Home Care Administered by HRA and DFTA

HRA's home care program – known as the HRA personal care program – provides non-health related home care services, such as housekeeping, cooking and shopping, to indigent elderly and disabled New Yorkers who are homebound.  Workers who provide services through this program are known as "home attendants" or "housekeepers."  As of November 2005, HRA reported a total of 65,800 home care cases.
  HRA's FY 2006 budget for homecare services was $267,000,000.  DFTA also runs a substantial home attendant and housekeeper program.  In FY 2005, DFTA reported that it provided 1,550,600 hours of home care, at a contracted cost of $14.85 per hour.
  DFTA's FY 2006 budget for homecare services was $26,000,000. 

Home attendant and housekeeper services provided under contract with HRA and DFTA are governed by Local Law 38 of 2002 -- the New York City Living Wage Law – which currently mandates an hourly wage of $9.50
 and requires the employer either to provide health insurance or to pay employees an additional $1.50 per hour premium.
   

HRA has contracts with over 75 home care vendors.  Most of these agencies are not-for-profit corporations whose workers are represented by 1199 SEIU or DC 1707.  Three of the agencies invited to testify at today's hearing are for-profit vendors whose workers do not have the benefit of union representation.  As such, while employees who work under these contracts earn hourly wages and insurance premiums mandated by the Living Wage Law, they do not have access to comprehensive family health coverage, career advancement and education programs, and standard sick leave and holiday and vacation pay.  

Home Health Aides 

There are approximately 35,000 home health aides in New York City.  They help elderly or disabled persons who require extensive services at home, usually after they are discharged from the hospital.  Out-patient care provided by home health aides has become more critical as hospitals have cut costs by shortening hospital stays.  Under the direction of nursing or medical staff, home health aides provide health-related services, such as administration of oral medications; monitoring pulse, temperature and respiration; assistance with prescribed exercises; and helping patients move from bed, bathe, dress and groom.  To become certified, home health aides must complete 75 hours of classroom training and 8 hours of supervised work in a home setting.  

The home health aide workforce consists primarily of women, many of whom are immigrants and single mothers.  They are among the lowest paid workers in New York State – many earn hourly wages of $7.50 or less.
  Health care advocates suggest that low wages and a lack of health benefits, sick time, or paid vacation have resulted in an extremely high turnover rate in the industry.  The high turnover rate undermines the quality of care.   

Many of the same home care agencies that contract with HRA and DFTA to provide home attendant and housekeeping services also employ significant numbers of home health aides.  Unlike employees who work as home attendants and housekeepers under city contracts, these workers are not covered by the City's Living Wage Law.  

Home health care is paid for almost exclusively with government funding under the Medicare and Medicaid programs.  The regulatory structure of the industry allows much funding for these services to be spent on administrative overhead and provides few assurances that the individuals responsible for providing care receive decent wages.   In New York City, Medicaid pays hospitals, nursing homes and other providers -- Certified Home Health Agencies ("CHHAs") – between $18 and $20 per hour for home health aide services.  These entities employ nurses and other professionals to oversee care and typically subcontract services of home health aides to Licensed Home Care Service Agencies ("LHCSA") at rates ranging from approximately $11.50 and $13 per hour. These funds cover the LHCSA's administrative costs, services, and profits, as well as wages for home health aides.   As stated above, many home health aides work for hourly wages set at or only slightly above the minimum wage. 

The practices of businesses that refuse to pay home health aides decent wages and provide standard benefits such as sick leave, holiday and vacation pay contravenes the Principles set forth above.  At today's hearing, the Committees seek more information from City agencies about their relationships with agencies that have resisted the Principles.     

� See HRA Fact Sheet, December 2005.  Available at: � HYPERLINK "http://nyc.gov/html/hra/html/hra_facts/" ��http://nyc.gov/html/hra/html/hra_facts/� hra_facts.shtml


� See Department for the Aging, Mayor's Management Report Fiscal 2005, p. 60.


� See New York City Administrative Code, § 6-109 b(2) (2006).


� See id. at § 6-109 b(3)(b).  


� Currently New York's minimum wage is $6.75 per hour.  
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