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My name is M. Audrey Carr. I am the Director of Immigration at Legal Services NYC (LS-NYC). Legal 
Services NYC is the largest provider of free civil legal services in the nation with offices in all five 
boroughs where we serve over 60,000 New Yorkers annually. Given that many of our clients are 
immigrant seniors, we thank the Committee and the Council for this opportunity to submit testimony 
regarding the provision of assistance to seniors through NORCs.   
 
LS-NYC works with immigrant seniors in NORC developments, communities, and senior centers 
throughout the city. Our work includes the Manhattan neighborhoods of Harlem, Chinatown and the 
Lower East Side, as well as work in various neighborhoods in the Bronx, Queens, and Staten Island. 
 
As the Committee is well aware, seniors are a vulnerable population.  Many are homebound or have 
mobility issues, making it vitally important to provide them services close to their homes and 
communities.  Immigrant seniors are an even more vulnerable population for a variety of reasons.  Many 
suffer from negative ramifications due to their immigration status, and many more are Limited English 
Proficient (LEP), making it difficult to for them navigate the often complex area of immigration law.  
For example, immigrant seniors who became lawful permanent residence after 1996 and have not been 
able to become U.S. citizens may be prohibited from accessing federal benefits such as Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI) or the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), leading to income 
and food insecurity.  Similarly, elderly lawful permanent residents cannot easily petition for family 
members to join them in the U.S. because of the quota system that currently exists in the law that gives 
U.S. citizens priority in bringing their family members to this country. As a result, elderly immigrant 
residents are separated from their spouses or adult children who can provide them with caregiving and 
companion services. 
 
Part of LS-NYC’s mission is to ensure that immigrant seniors who can become U.S. citizen do so in 
order that they may become eligible for the many federal and immigration-related benefits that are 
available.  This in turn helps stabilize their economic situations and enhance their sense of well-being.  
Working with these seniors in the safe and comfortable environments of their communities and senior 
centers helps us to help them. 
 
The following are three examples of immigrant seniors who were represented by LS-NYC attorneys, 
and who ultimately prevailed in their cases: 
 

 LS-NYC represented Ms. L, an 80 year-old immigrant from the Dominican Republic, who lives 
in a NORC on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, in becoming a U.S. citizen.  Ms. L had 
previously twice applied for citizenship but had failed the requisite English and U.S. history and 



civics tests.  Upon accepting the case, our attorney realized that because of medical problems 
Ms. L qualified for a disability exception so that she did not have to take the citizenship test.  
Additionally, because of her many years of lawful permanent residence, Ms. L could take the 
citizenship tests in her native language. However, Ms. L, a very proud woman, wanted to be able 
to say that she took and passed the citizenship test, so with the help of an LS-NYC attorney, Ms. 
L studied hard and she passed the citizenship test in Spanish.  Ms. L was elated.  The 
naturalization process also gave Ms. L the opportunity to legally change her name, a process that 
can be done at naturalization free of charge.  Also, because Ms. L had limited income, our 
attorney applied for and received a waiver of the $680 naturalization application fee for her.  
 

 Ms. W., a senior from Chinatown, was abandoned by her husband and left with almost no way to 
support herself.  Consequently, Ms. W desperately needed SSI and SNAP benefits, but was 
ineligible for these benefits due to her immigration status.  Ms. W was not exempt from the 
English language requirement of the citizenship process, but due to her limited knowledge she 
could not have passed the English and civics naturalization exam.  Ms. W, was however, eligible 
for a disability waiver and with the assistance of an LS-NYC attorney, Ms. W obtained the 
required waiver and became a U.S. citizen. She is now eligible for the benefits she needed to 
stabilize her financial situation. 
 

 Mr. M is an 81 year-old lawful permanent resident from the Bronx who wanted to petition for his 
wife, who was living in the Dominican Republic.  Mr. M could not become a citizen because he 
was not able to learn English, and was not eligible for an exemption to that requirement.  This 
meant he could not visit his wife for extended periods of time without endangering his 
permanent resident status.  An LS-NYC attorney assisted Mr. M with the process of petitioning 
for his wife, and once that application was approved, continued to represent him through the long 
complex consular processing procedure, which took over a year and a half.  After six years, Mr. 
M’s wife visa was approved and she entered the U.S.  Mr. M and his wife are now together, and 
since she is in better health, she is able to assist him with daily tasks that were previously 
difficult for him to complete. 

 
These individuals would likely have encountered insurmountable obstacles without the legal 
representation we provided and it is certain that they would not have prevailed in their cases without our 
assistance. However, more importantly, knowing that our services were available in their communities 
likely made the difference to our clients. 
 
The need for legal services for seniors in the area of immigration law is both great and unmet.  Despite 
our organization’s desire to represent as many individuals as possible, our resources are limited and our 
offices cannot represent every client who needs assistance.  Accordingly, we support both existing and 
expanded allocation of funding to legal service organizations to provide assistance and representation to 
immigrant seniors in their own backyards through NORCs.  The result would be the prevention of 
needless suffering for many New Yorkers seniors, and a more just city for all of us. 
 
We thank the Committees for scheduling this hearing and for affording our organization the opportunity 
to submit this testimony.   
 
Audrey Carr, Esq. 
Director of Immigration 
Legal Services NYC 
 



Testimony from Ana Rosario Cepin 

Residing at 555 West 170
th

 Street apt. 42 New York, NY 10032 

El Corazon Neighborhood NORC 

March 4, 2016 

 

The Heart NNORC has been a great asset to the elderly of this 

community.  

I can personally say it is one of the best programs that have been 

established in this community.  It offers nurse services and a social 

worker who plays an important role being that we are a low-

income community she advocates to help us obtain the benefits 

we’re eligible for. She also helps us [the seniors] translating the 

letters received in English into Spanish. This program is a place 

that offers more than just services, it’s a place that feels like home. 

It provides the opportunity to be part of a support group, which I 

really enjoy, educate us throughout the lectures and workshops.  

Finally this is a very comprehensive program which fills in the 

gaps left by seniors’ centers in the community. 

 

Thank you 
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On behalf of Isabella Geriatric Center and the El Corazon Neighborhood NORC, we want to thank 
Councilmember Margaret Chin and Councilmember Carlos Menchaca, in addition to the other 
members of the Committees for the opportunity to make this statement in support of the creation of 
city funded Neighborhood NORC Supportive Service Programs under the oversight of the NYC 
Department for the Aging.   We also want to express our appreciation to the Council for recognizing 
the desperate need for additional funding, and allocating discretionary dollars to existing NNORCs.   
  
For the past nine years, Isabella has received SOFA funding to support the El Corazon (The Heart) 
Neighborhood NORC in the heart of Washington Heights.  The SOFA funding, supplemented by 
additional funding from Isabella, and as of last year, NYC Council discretionary funding, has enabled 
us to serve a small catchment area in Washington Heights, comprised of 40 low rise tenement 
buildings, within six contiguous blocks and with no common ownership.  The NY SOFA funding 
alone does not begin to put a dent in the growing need or services for the immigrant older adults in 
the Washington Heights community.    
   
As we know, New York City is now home to a quickly expanding low income immigrant senior 
community.  No where else is this more evident than in the Washington Heights community.  
Washington Heights in Northern Manhattan is home to a very large Spanish speaking older adult 
immigrant community; at last count, the Isabella El Corazon NNORC counted over 23 countries 
represented in our membership.  All too often these immigrant elders strive to survive on incomes 
well below the poverty line.  The majority has not completed elementary education and faces 
literacy challenges in both English and Spanish.  Seniors live in poorly maintained six story 
tenement walk up buildings in need of repairs, in single rooms, or with large extended families in 
crowded conditions and face daunting challenges by unscrupulous landlords seeking to evict them 
for higher rental tenants.  High walk-up apartments can easily become a barrier to an elder who 
faces health challenges, leading to reclusiveness, depression, and ultimately self neglect. 
 
Likewise profound challenges in accessing quality health care, along with other barriers have led to 
high rates of diabetes, hypertension, and obesity, as compared to other aging communities.  
Maintaining economic security through the maze of government benefits and navigating the 
healthcare system require professional assistance.  Many do not have access to a primary care 
physician and, by necessity, use the emergency room when symptomatic.   The complexity of tasks 
involved in managing one’s multiple chronic health conditions, from filling prescriptions, to taking 
medications properly, to being able to contact a primary care physician and knowing when a 
specialist is required, requires a helping hand that is provided by the NNORC team of trusted nurses 
and social workers, who guide seniors in managing their health on an ongoing basis.   These 
services are critically needed to ensure that older people stay healthy and medically stable in the 
community. 
 
All of the above and more have led us to confirm that immigrant seniors face challenges beyond 
those faced by the United States born aging population. NNORC programs seek to mitigate these 
challenges through relationship building, trust, and cultural familiarity, which are the cornerstone 
of the NNORC model.  To this end, we have carefully selected our staff to reflect the cultural 
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diversity observed in the NNORC and have committed to establishing familial like relationships that 
have made the NNORC the first line of defense for many of members facing crisis situations or other 
challenges.  Comprehensive case management and intensive case management for those seniors at 
highest risk have become essential services to ensure the health and safety of our growing elder 
population and to prevent the increased homelessness, wandering, and unnecessary injury or 
worse that we are bound to see among our growing population of cognitively impaired and isolated 
seniors, if there are insufficient services to support and bolster them.    

 
As people live longer, the “older-old” population is growing in our NNORC program.  Many of those 
frail seniors in need of in-home services may be ineligible for Medicaid due to their immigrant 
status and as a result go without, at the expense of their safety, mental and physical well-being.   
The NNORC fills these service gaps with alternative lifelines, which might include weekly home 
visits or a friendly visitor from the Henry Street Senior Companion Program.  By virtue of being on 
site within their community, the NNORC has a unique opportunity not only to keep those potentially 
“living in the shadows” engaged with others, but also to encourage mutual assistance through 
facilitating friendships amongst members/neighbors.  Similarly, with dementia more prevalent than 
ever, the NNORC regularly engages and educates family members, while keeping a watchful eye on 
the senior. 
 
We are painfully aware that census information fails to take into account the growing number of 
under-reported seniors living within our community, raising concern that more and more 
immigrant older adults are living in shadows and without the necessary supports that will enable 
them to age safely.   An integral aspect of the NNORC program has been to carry out ongoing and 
varied outreach initiatives, by both staff and members, aimed at identifying isolated seniors living 
in the NNORC designated buildings. 

 
While our NNORC has benefitted greatly from the recent additional funding, the uncertain future 
inherent to discretionary funding makes it difficult to plan programs in a timely manner or to 
ensure stability of staff who are by necessity hired on a “temporary” basis.  For these reasons and 
more, we respectfully urge the Aging and Immigration Committees to  support critically needed 
ongoing funding of New York City Neighborhood NORCs which will help assure continuity of 
staffing and services for vulnerable older adults. .     
 
 
Thank you, 
Carol Ban, LCSW       Miriam Colon, MSW 
Director of Aging in Place Programs    NORC Programs Manager 
Isabella Geriatric Center     Isabella Geriatric Center 
515 Audubon Avenue      515 Audubon Avenue 
New York, New York 10040      New York,  New York 10040 
















