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I.  INTRODUCTION


On February 24, 2014, the Committee on Aging, chaired by Council Member Margaret Chin, will hold an oversight hearing entitled: Identifying and Preventing Elder Abuse. Those invited to testify at today’s hearing include the New York City Department for the Aging, the New York City Human Resources Administration, District Attorney’s Offices, advocates for seniors, and representatives from organizations providing services to victims of elder abuse.  
II.  BACKGROUND

There are 1.4 million adults aged 60 and over in New York City, totaling more than 17 percent of the City’s residents.
 The senior population will continue to rise in the coming years, growing nearly 50 percent by 2030.
 As the number of older adults living in New York increases, planning for and addressing the needs of seniors will be a critical task for the City, including ensuring their ability to live without fear of abuse. Elder abuse, the intentional harming or creation of a serious risk of harm to a senior, is a nearly silent epidemic, due largely to underreporting and a lack of public awareness.
 It impacts seniors across racial, gender, and income lines, and can occur in community settings, at home, or in long term care facilities.
 As perpetrators of elder abuse are often family members or caregivers, investigating and resolving abuse cases can be particularly difficult for authorities.
 While the full extent of elder abuse is unclear, reports of elder abuse are on the rise and with the growth of the senior population, an increase in the demand for services for elder abuse victims seems almost certain. 

Identifying Elder Abuse

Elder abuse is most commonly categorized into the following forms of mistreatment: physical abuse, emotional abuse, sexual abuse, financial exploitation, and neglect.
 While elder abuse may be committed against any adult aged 65 and over, seniors may be particularly vulnerable to abuse if they are suffering from physical or mental impairments.
 Inability to perform activities of daily living, poor health, and needing physical care have all been linked with a greater risk of becoming a victim of elder abuse.
 Depression is also associated with increased risk of abuse and a decreased likelihood of reporting.
 Seniors with cognitive impairments, such as dementia, may be the most likely victims of elder abuse due both to their inability to recognize abuse and to defend themselves.
 Isolation and a lack of social supports may also leave a senior more vulnerable and less likely to report abuse.

Similar to other forms of domestic abuse, victims of elder abuse are most often targeted by those they know. According to the New York State Bureau of Adult Services, in 2012, more than 85 percent of reported perpetrators of physical abuse of a senior were family members, with spouses or significant others comprising nearly a third of abusers.
 In cases of physiological abuse, family members, spouses, or significant others were suspects in 81 percent of cases.
 Family members and loved ones also constituted the majority of suspects in financial abuse cases, though to a lesser extent, as 35 percent of suspected perpetrators were not related to the victim.
 


The impact of abuse on seniors is often devastating and resonates through the rest of their lives. Physical abuse committed against a frail senior abuse can result in permanent disability, institutionalization, or even death.
 An elderly victim of financial exploitation likely has far less time and ability to recover from financial losses than younger targets.
 It is estimated that financial abuse costs seniors $2.9 billion each year.
 Studies have shown that seniors subjected to any form of abuse are three times more likely to die within three years than those similar situated who have not been mistreated.
  
Accurately quantifying the extent of elder abuse in the United States has proven difficult. There is no standard for case-level data collected by state Adult Protective Services (APS) programs, and thus it is difficult to compare data and compile national statistics.
 Recent national studies have produced inconsistent results, in part due to differing measurements.
 In 2009, a national sampling of adults age 60 and over found an estimated 14 percent experienced physical, psychological, or sexual abuse, or financial exploitation within the past year.
 In a study conducted a year prior, researchers found nine percent of adults aged 57 to 68 had experienced verbal abuse, 3.5 percent financial abuse, and .2 percent experienced physical abuse.

In 2011, the New York State Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS), in partnership with community groups, academic institutions, and local government agencies (including the New York City Department for Aging (DFTA)), released a report on the prevalence of elder abuse in the State.
 OCFS and its research partners relied on data regarding victim referrals from agencies and organizations throughout the State, and conducted a survey of seniors.
 For New York City, victim referrals were provided by APS, District Attorney’s Offices, domestic violence programs, elder abuse programs, law enforcement, community-based agencies, financial institutions, healthcare program, homecare programs, and DFTA.
 These agencies provided the study’s authors with information on cases of elder abuse they had documented.
 Of the cases documented by New York City agencies, just over 18 percent were referred to APS, 21 percent to community-based agencies, including Office of Victim Services programs; 3 percent to a District Attorney; almost 6 percent to law enforcement; and more than a quarter to other organizations, such as groups providing financial, housing, legal, or immigration services.

The report estimated that 120,000 seniors in New York City had experienced abuse - the highest incidence rate, for financial and non-financial abuse, of any region in the State.
 For every case formally documented, 24 were not officially reported, meaning that the elder abuse incident rate may be 24 times greater than official reports indicate.
 There was an enormous gap between the rate of self-reporting abuse among seniors surveyed for the project and the documented case rate, meaning the victim was referred to services by an agency.

Federal Elder Abuse Programs 

Federal government programs designed to prevent elder abuse and promote elder justice, efforts to prevent, identify, and respond to elder abuse, are largely maintained by the Department of Health and Human Services’ (HHS) Administration on Aging (AoA) and the Department of Justice (DOJ).
 HHS focuses on social services for victims of elder abuse, while DOJ’s programs support prosecution of elder abuse crimes and health care fraud cases.
 The AoA and HHS also fund the National Center on Elder Abuse (NCEA), which serves as a resource center dedicated to preventing elder abuse.
 In addition to functioning as a repository of studies and general information on elder abuse, the NCEA supports local governments and community-based organizations by conducting and making available trainings, collaborating on research projects, identifying possible best practices and interventions, and providing assistance on program development.
 Other agencies, such as the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, run smaller programs designed to combat certain types of elder abuse.


Though most crimes associated with elder abuse are defined in state laws, the first major piece of federal law focusing on elder abuse was passed in 2010 as part of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act. The Elder Justice Act (EJA) recognizes the right of seniors to be free from abuse, neglect, and exploitation and authorized new funding for local APS programs and demonstration projects.
 The EJA also contained new reporting requirements for long-term care facilities and mandated the creation of the Elder Justice Coordinating Council (EJCC) and an Advisory Board on elder abuse.


The federal government also manages a number of grant programs designed to combat elder abuse. In 2011, HHS and DOJ ran 12 programs that provided grants to local government and non-profit programs supporting elder justice.
 The agencies also collaborate on the EJCC, which was tasked with improving cross-agency coordination on elder abuse issues.
 Despite the establishment of the EJCC, in 2013, the U.S. Government Accountability Office released a report finding that better coordination was still needed, writing that “[u]ntil common objectives and outcomes for federal elder justice programs are defined, agencies may be working at cross purposes.”
 The GAO cited the growth of the aging population in the U.S. and warned that “reports of elder abuse may outstrip the public resources allocated to serve the elderly.”
 The report called not only for better coordination among federal agencies, but campaigns to promote better awareness of elder abuse and education programs.
 
State Elder Abuse Programs

New York State law requires that services be provided to those that are unable to protect themselves from seven categories of mistreatment: physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse, active neglect, passive neglect, self neglect, and financial exploitation.
 New York City’s Adult Protect Services (APS) program is administered by the Human Resources Administration (HRA), whose caseworkers assist those in need by developing service plans to provide appropriate services and referrals.
 Friends, relatives, medical workers, government employees, courts, and concerned individuals may make referrals to APS, which are confidential and may be made anonymously via an intake hotline or APS’s website.
 If APS believes the referred individual may be eligible for services and the situation is not deemed to be life threatening, a home visit is scheduled within three days to further assess the case.
 In emergency situations, a visit is scheduled within 24 hours.
 Once APS determines that an individual is eligible for services, a range of assistance can be offered, including arranging for medical or psychiatric care, help with making new living arrangements, management of federal benefits, and referral to the Police Department and the appropriate District Attorney.
 

Despite a fairly broad mandate to serve vulnerable older adults, New York is one of the least progressive states in regard to mandating reporting of elder abuse. As of 2011, New York was one of only four states that did not classify any group as a mandatory reporter of elder abuse.
 Other states mandate physicians, home health providers, mental health service providers, law enforcement authorities, financial institutions, or some combination thereof, report suspected cases of abuse to APS.
 
Local Elder Abuse Programs

Victims of elder abuse in New York City may turn to a number of agencies, providers, and non-profits groups to seek services or a resolution to their situation. In addition to direct referrals, APS may become involved with an elder abuse case following a senior’s contact with the Police Department (NYPD), whose Domestic Violence and Crime Prevention officers have received training through APS.
 Additionally, a number of government entities - including DFTA, numerous District Attorney’s Offices, and APS – work with the New York City Elder Abuse Center (NYCEAC) on teams operating in Brooklyn and Manhattan that collaborate response efforts to better utilize existing resources.
 Teams organized by NYCEAC work with government agencies and professionals from fields such as social work, medicine, law, nursing, and psychiatry to serve as a central response point for those working on elder abuse issues in the area.

The City’s District Attorneys, in addition to prosecuting abuse crimes committed against seniors, offer specialized services for victims. The New York County (Manhattan) District Attorney’s Office operates an Elder Abuse Unit that will assist victims in obtaining orders of protection and emergency housing, as well as provide social service referrals.
 The Bronx District Attorney’s Office works with the Hebrew Home at Riverdale to promote public awareness of elder abuse and serves as a model site and training provider as part of the Communities Against Senior Exploitation (CASE) program.
 Since 1994, the Queens District Attorney’s Elder Abuse Project has served victims by staffing licensed social workers that assist with claims compensation applications, provide short-term counseling and follow-ups, and accompany victims to police precincts and court dates.
 The Brooklyn County District Attorney’s Office also operates a specialized elder abuse unit, while the Richmond County District Attorney handles suspected abuse of seniors through its Sex Crimes/Special Victims Bureau.

DFTA provides direct services designed to combat elder abuse through its elder abuse prevention program, both to victims and those likely to encounter such abuse, and collaborates with community groups on elder abuse projects. Although funding the program was slated for elimination in 2010, the Council restored funding for that year by providing $849,000 for elder abuse prevention and has allocated $800,000 annually to DFTA for the program through fiscal year 2014.
 The agency, along with community partners, offers services to those who have suffered from elder abuse through its Elderly Crime Victims Resource Center.
 Victims can access crisis intervention, counseling, and service referrals.
 DFTA intervention strategies also include the development of safety plans with clients, attempts to decrease isolation, providing assistance with benefits, arranging for victims to attend support groups, and ancillary services such as providing escorts, transportation, the installation of security devices, and emergency financial assistance.
 
The Elderly Crime Victims Resource Center operates a hotline where victims or those who suspect abuse can reach counselors and offers a directory of community organizations providing elder abuse services and information on the State’s Office of Victim Services are provided on the its website.
 The Center also conducts trainings for those that work with seniors on how to identify signs of abuse.
 Weill Cornell’s Department of Psychiatry recently partnered with the Center for a one-year project designed to decrease elder abuse by identifying and treating mental health issues that could leave a senior more vulnerable to abuse.

III. CONCLUSION 
Elder abuse not only impacts victims and their families, but poses a serious fiscal challenge for governments, as affected individuals are likely to need publically supported health and wellness interventions.
 Though the City has a number of agencies and non-profit organizations that serve victims and work to combat abuse, as the senior population grows, the need for services may exceed available resources. In addition, as estimates suggest that only a fraction of elder abuse cases are reported, there is potentially a significant need for efforts to improve awareness and encourage victims to come forward. Today, the Committee will explore the availability and allocation of resources for elder abuse and strategies for encouraging reporting and preventing such abuse. 
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