




















































































































Visiting Neighbors, Inc. 

 

Testimony 

NYC Council Preliminary Budget Hearings 

Committee on Aging 

June 4, 2015 

 

Thank you for this opportunity to express our concerns regarding the needs of one of our 

City’s most vulnerable and underserved populations:  the oldest old.  In New York City, 

nearly one third of seniors 65+ live alone, and of seniors 85+, nearly half live alone. 

 

Since 1972, Visiting Neighbors has been providing vital support services that help 

seniors remain independent, part of the vibrant communities they helped create and still 

cherish.  Visiting Neighbors is a lifeline to over 800 home bound frail elderly who have 

nowhere else to turn.  Half of the seniors we serve are over the age of 88.  We now are 

serving fifteen seniors age 100 and older.  For most of our vulnerable isolated elderly, 

Visiting Neighbors is their only link with the outside world.  Most of these seniors have 

lost their family and friends, and have no one nearby to whom they can turn for support 

and encouragement as they face the challenges of aging alone.  They suffer with multiple 

chronic health conditions that limit their ability to leave their apartments, and face 

economic hardship living on their limited fixed incomes.  They often neglect their health, 

become depressed, and struggle to survive on their own. As one 86-year old client wrote 

to us when we sent her a birthday card made by students in our community, “Thank you 

for thinking of me and for remembering my birthday. Visiting Neighbors is the only 

family I’ve got.” 

 

While the City has helped sustain senior centers, home-delivered meals and some other 

valuable services, they have neglected to support some of seniors’ most urgent needs, the 

very cost-effective programs that enable the seniors to remain in their cherished 

apartments rather than being forced into nursing homes.  If you think funding senior 

centers and meal programs is enough, you are seriously mistaken.  Seniors will continue 

to be hospitalized or require costly long-term care if organizations like Visiting 

Neighbors can no longer assist them getting to/from doctors, or keep them connected 

with the outside world. 

 

Although seniors make up one-fifth of Manhattan’s population, they account for almost 

half of Manhattan’s pedestrian traffic fatalities. Many seniors’ lives could have been 

saved if they had someone walking with them, someone to hold on to, and someone to 

guide them across our busy thoroughfares.  Think about a senior trying to cross the 

notorious 6
th

 Avenue/Houston Street intersection.  Even if they start to cross the minute 

the light changes to green, they can’t make it all the way across before the light turn’s red 

and traffic comes barreling down at them.  Someone with a steady arm to lean on could 

hold up a hand to warn drivers to slow down until the senior is safely across the street. 

Many seniors also have been knocked down by pedestrians who were so busy on their 

cell phones that they didn’t watch where they were walking.  We are here to protect our 

seniors, to help ensure their safety and well-being. That’s what we’re here to do. 



 2 

 

 

Health and safety are among the most urgent concerns of most seniors.  Visiting 

Neighbors’ Health Advocate provides information about conditions affecting seniors, so 

they are well informed.  Visiting Neighbors makes referrals to free or low-cost health 

services, and encourages seniors to ask their doctors the important questions.  Falls, both 

in-home and out-doors, are a major cause of seniors’ hospitalizations, loss of 

independence, and even death.  We work hard to prevent falls so our seniors can stay safe 

and able to enjoy the freedom of living on their own.  VN volunteers save lives, alerting 

the staff immediately of any change in a senior’s health or outlook so they can get the 

help they need before an emergency occurs.  

 

VN volunteers and staff encourage seniors to visit their doctors regularly, to follow 

through on medical advice, to get their blood pressure checked on a regular basis, ask 

questions about the medication they’re taking, and take a proactive stance regarding their 

health. 

 

Loneliness is as painful a condition and state of being as any other.  Most of our clients 

(whose average age is 90) live alone, have lost family and friends and without Visiting 

Neighbors, would be completely socially isolated, frightened and at risk of becoming 

depressed.  Friendly Visiting, which really is crisis prevention, should be deemed a “core 

service.”  Volunteer Friendly Visitors provide companionship, emotional support and 

encouragement to face a new day as well as encouraging seniors to take care of 

themselves (physically, mentally, spiritually and emotionally).   The City cannot continue 

to turn our backs on those who need us the most, the invisible seniors who spend their 

days hidden behind the locked doors of their apartments.  Our seniors enjoy sharing their 

wisdom and this in turn fosters their self-esteem.  We let our seniors know that they 

matter in a City that wishes to consider itself age friendly, that they are not forgotten and 

disregarded. 

 

We also hope the Council will restore funding for Intergenerational programs that engage 

high school students in helping seniors.  It works well for both generations; (1) they learn 

from each other; (2) they share hopes and dreams; (3) they discuss life experiences and 

its challenges.  Our seniors, many of whom have no one to talk to, always encourage the 

students to follow their dreams, to stay in school and to appreciate our city’s resources.  

The students love learning about the seniors’ lives and families, their careers and their 

struggles.  Students enjoy teaching the seniors about today’s technology, and take pride 

in the knowledge that they are helping someone.  Bringing generations together to help 

one another and learn from each other was the core of our intergenerational program until 

funding was abruptly cut a few years ago. 

 

To truly be an “age friendly city,” we must encourage more community involvement, 

where trained volunteers of all ages, working under the supervision of dedicated 

professionals, maintain regular contact with isolated seniors.   
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We implore you:  please provide funding for these vital, cost-effective services for our 

seniors!  They have given so much to our City.  I’m sure that most of you share our 

commitment to helping our seniors stay safe and able to enjoy their independence as long 

as they can safely do so.  Please provide the necessary support to Visiting Neighbors and 

other cost-effective programs like ours so we can continue as trusted lifelines for our 

City’s elderly.   We need to be here to continue to reach out to seniors to let them know 

we care.  Based on our 43 years of experience, we know it’s not only the right thing to do 

– It’s the humane thing to do.  To quote Mahatma Ghandi, “…..the moral test of 

government is how that government treats those who are in the dawn of life, the children; 

those who are in the twilight of life, the elderly;…..….” 

 

If we are wise now and lucky later, we will all be able to age in place, at home, with 

dignity, friends and the support we need. 

 

Thank you. 

 

 

Cynthia Maurer, Ph.D. 

Executive Director 

Visiting Neighbors, Inc. 

3 Washington Square Village, Suite #1F 

New York, NY 10012 

(212) 260-6200 

www.visitingneighbors.org 

 

 

 












