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OVERSIGHT: SENIOR SERVICES AND CENTERS IN NYCHA
I.  INTRODUCTION
On December 5, 2018, the Committee on Aging, chaired by Council Member Margaret Chin, and the Committee on Public Housing, chaired by Council Member Alicka Ampry-Samuel, will hold an oversight hearing on Senior Services and Centers in NYCHA. The Committees have invited representatives from the New York City Department for the Aging (DFTA), the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA), NYCHA residents, resident associations, and various advocates, stakeholders, and the public to testify. 
II.  BACKGROUND
Across the nation, according to the United States Census Bureau, the country’s older adult population is increasing.
 From 2000 to 2016, the population of individuals age 65 and older increased from 35 million to 49.2 million.
 In New York City (NYC) alone, the population of individuals age 65 and older increased from 947,000 in 2005 to 1.13 million in 2015.
 Today, at approximately 1.59 million adults over the age of 60, older adults represent about 18.6 percent of the City’s total population.
 Researchers predict that by 2040 more than 1.86 million of the City’s population will be age 60 or older.

As the City’s aging population continues to increase, supportive programs, public housing needs, and services for older adults will experience an increase in demand.
 According to a 2017 report released by Comptroller Scott Stringer, “existing programs and services should be adapted to prepare for the inevitable growth in demand that will occur as the population continues to age.”
 Among the many supportive care services that will need adaption and preparation are senior centers, social clubs, and senior services run by both DFTA and NYCHA.
New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) and the Department for the Aging (DFTA)
Former New York City Mayor Fiorello La Guardia created NYCHA in 1934 in order to replace dilapidated tenements using funds from The New Deal,
 three years before the Housing Act of 1937 established public housing nationwide.
 NYCHA originally served two purposes: (1) to provide low-cost housing for middle-class, working families temporarily unemployed because of the Depression and (2) to bolster the lagging economy by creating jobs for the building trades.
 Later, NYCHA’s purpose evolved into providing safe, decent housing for families with the lowest incomes.
 

Today, NYCHA has 325 developments, 2,418 buildings, and 175,636 units that are home to 392,259 authorized residents, making it the largest public housing authority in North America.
 Of the total number of NYCHA developments and buildings, there are 41 senior-only developments, and 14 senior-only buildings that exist within mixed population developments.
 
DFTA is the lead agency addressing public policy and service issues for New York City’s seniors.
 One of DFTA’s primary strategic goals is to ensure the provision of quality services fairly and equitably to older New Yorkers.
 DFTA is required by state and federal law to provide various services to seniors, including access to nutrition, benefits counseling, employment opportunities, legal assistance, and in-home services.
 

Currently, DFTA has 249 contracted senior centers within its portfolio.
 DFTA contracts with more than 100 nonprofit organizations
 to operate these senior centers, which provide seniors with meals, activities, health management resources, educational programming, and socialization.
 


There is some overlap between DFTA and NYCHA in providing services and centers to the City’s older adult population. For example, DFTA has testified at previous City Council hearings that of the 249 DFTA-contracted senior centers, 74 senior centers are in NYCHA developments.
 There are also 14 social clubs, which operate in NYCHA public housing units, and which offer smaller programs than offered by general senior centers. 

Seniors in NYCHA Developments

According to NYCHA, approximately 20.5 percent of the NYCHA population is age 60 or older, and 38.7 percent of NYCHA households are headed by persons age 62 and older.
 Since NYC’s older adult population comprises 18.6 percent of the City’s population, seniors are slightly overrepresented in NYCHA housing.
 
Safe and sustainable housing for NYC’s elderly is a pressing concern for seniors, and for the City at large. On October 9, 2017, 5,000 people rallied outside City Hall calling for housing reforms including building 15,000 affordable apartments for seniors on unused NYCHA land, and prioritizing public housing repairs.
 
Further, in 2015, 30.8 percent of persons age 65 and over, and 46.5 percent of persons 85 and older in New York City were living alone; and those living alone had the second highest poverty rate among all older households.
  Loneliness and social isolation are associated with increased mortality among seniors.
 Other challenges elderly New Yorkers face include difficulty making ends meet because many live on fixed incomes.
 Social clubs, senior centers, and Naturally Occurring Retirement Communities (NORCs) can play a vital role in overcoming social isolation.
To this end, NYCHA also provides services to seniors through its 74 senior centers and 14 senior social clubs.

Social Clubs in NYCHA

Beginning in Fiscal Year (FY) 2016, DFTA began funding “senior social clubs,” which were a new service for seniors in public housing developments.
 Senior social clubs at NYCHA provide recreational, health, and cultural activities, services, and resources for NYCHA residents and other seniors in the community.
 These social clubs are smaller programs in comparison to DFTA senior centers, with an annual operating cost ranging from $200,000 to $520,000.
 Due to the high costs of managing these social clubs and budget cuts, NYCHA has, on several occasions, proposed closing all senior social clubs. In FY 2015, a budget agreement was reached between the City Council and the Administration, in which the City Council provided funding for NYCHA to operate these social clubs.
  In FY 2016, operational responsibility for 17 of the social clubs was transferred to DFTA, for which DFTA received $5.7 million in funding through 2019.
 The City’s FY 2017 Executive Budget also provided $3 million in funding for one year to support the ongoing operation of the 15 remaining NYCHA-managed social clubs from July 1, 2016 to June 30, 2017.
 
In addition, the City’s FY 2018 Preliminary Budget transferred the managing entity of the Manhattanville Senior Center from NYCHA to DFTA.
 As such, as of January 24, 2017, only 14 senior social clubs remain under NYCHA management. The City’s FY 2019 Executive Plan included $3.1 million in funding to NYCHA for the ongoing operating support for the remaining 14 social clubs until June 30, 2019.

Senior Centers in NYCHA
There are also 74 senior centers located specifically in NYCHA developments, 
 including Neighborhood Senior Centers, which are operated by DFTA-contracted service providers. 
 Senior centers offer congregate meals, health promotion activities, cultural activities, and information about benefits.
 While there is limited available information pertaining to how many seniors visit senior centers in NYCHA, nearly 30,000 seniors visit DFTA’s 249 senior centers daily. 


While operating these senior centers generally falls to DFTA and contracted nonprofit providers, NYCHA is involved in the repairs, upgrades, and maintenance of senior centers in NYCHA developments. In a hearing before the Committee on Aging in October 2018, DFTA testified that NYCHA is responsible for repairs and maintenance to the facility envelope and buildings systems, including for any roof leaks, sewage back-ups, and heating problems, at NYCHA senior centers.
 According to DFTA, senior center providers are responsible for maintenance and repairs inside the program space, but when work is needed for external repairs, senior center programs submit tickets to NYCHA for repair work and DFTA assists with facilitating those requests.
 It is unclear how mixed cases are handled; for example, internal repairs that stem from external issues. DFTA also testified that at NYCHA developments, there are on-site NYCHA personnel to respond to emergency issues at senior centers on a case-by-case basis.

Naturally Occurring Retirement Communities (NORCS)

According to NYCHA’s Annual Plan, about 20.5 percent of NYCHA’s residents are older than 60, and many of these older adults do not live in senior-designated buildings.
 NYCHA’s Naturally Occurring Retirement Communities (NORCs) Program, which operates in 11 NYCHA developments, provides support services to many older residents who are aging in place.
 These provided services include case management; healthcare assistance such as nursing, health screenings, physician services, and medication management; information and referral services; assistance with Activities of Daily Living; transportation; housekeeping; support groups; and financial management.
  
According to NYCHA’s Annual Plan, from January 1, 2018 to June 30, 2018, NYCHA NORCs offered case management and assistance to 12,776 seniors and healthcare management and assistance to 3,352 seniors.
 NYCHA NORCs operate through the support of contracts with DFTA, the New York State Office for The Aging (NYS SOFA), and United Hospital Fund.
 In FY 2019, DFTA awarded $2,671,006 to the 11 NYCHA NORCs.
 
III. PROBLEMS

Despite the collaboration between DFTA and NYCHA to serve a group of the City’s most vulnerable older adults, seniors in NYCHA housing, senior centers, NORCs, and social clubs have faced a variety of severe conditions the agencies have not satisfactorily addressed. NYCHA senior residents have complained, for example, about untreated mold that aggravates medical conditions
 and unfixed bathrooms and toilets that leak filth
 in NYCHA housing, and NYCHA senior center residents have complained about infestations of cockroaches,
 moldy ceiling tiles,
 and lack of heat during the coldest months of the year
 in NYCHA senior centers. Additionally, many older and residents with disabilities face accessibility issues as NYCHA has not met its accessibility requirements; the agency has upgraded a mere third of the goal set by an agreement made in 1996 with the federal government.


Some of the disrepair facing senior centers can be explained by lack of renovation. One NYCHA senior center in Chelsea, for example, which cooks and serves 42,000 meals a year, has not been renovated since 1965.
 The director of the senior center provider running services at that particular location has said that the facility needs new bathrooms and kitchens, as well as new electrical, heat, and air-conditioning systems.


Another reason for the degradation of NYCHA senior centers is simply slow repair response to structural deficiencies in these developments. A 2017 Audit Report from Comptroller Scott M. Stringer reported that many senior centers located in NYCHA buildings faced safety problems, structural damage, and cleanliness/maintenance issues.
 Six of the 17 centers with cleanliness/maintenance issues identified by the report, for example, were located in NYCHA buildings, where program directors reported that they had great difficulty getting the necessary repairs from NYCHA.
 

These directors stated that it took months, and sometimes even years, before repairs were made by NYCHA.
 One senior center in the report, for example, stated that despite numerous requests to NYCHA for repairs, a window had remained cracked for the past five years.
 Another center said the roof needed to be replaced, and the Comptroller’s office additionally observed a considerable amount of physical damage and disrepair throughout that center, including: visible signs of water damage, peeling paint, and broken, cracked plaster on the walls and ceiling.

“Overall,” the Comptroller’s Report stated, “program directors expressed frustration with the struggles they faced in seeking to resolve maintenance issues with NYCHA, while simultaneously being cited by DFTA for those very same issues.”
 The lack of communication and ambiguous responsibility between DFTA and NYCHA, then, also presents a problem for senior center providers in NYCHA developments.
IV. PAST NYCHA AND DFTA HEARING

On October 24, 2017, the New York City Council’s Committee on Public Housing had a joint hearing with the Committee on Aging on the services NYCHA offers to seniors. At the hearing, NYCHA discussed the physical improvements that are being done at senior buildings, services and programs that are offered to seniors, policies that support seniors, and new affordable housing opportunities for seniors.
 Notably, NYCHA’s testimony highlighted that it reorganized its Community Engagement and Partnership Department.
 According to NYCHA, it streamlined the process on how seniors receive critical health and social services from community based organizations and other City agencies.
 NYCHA said that it is focusing on connecting residents to organizations instead of offering direct services in order to help more NYCHA residents.
 In order to accomplish this, NYCHA is creating geographical zones that allows residents to receive access to services offered by community based organizations in their neighborhood.
 NYCHA is calling this form of outreach the “Zone Model.”
 

Additionally, advocates raised concerns at that hearing regarding the absence of a Memorandum of Understanding between NYCHA and DFTA to address repairs, and a need for a better process to manage their shared repair needs.

CONCLUSION
           In order to effectively meet the needs of NYCHA’s aging population, the Committees expect to hear testimony from DFTA and NYCHA regarding conditions at senior centers, social clubs, and NORCs, including accessibility issues, how the agencies receive and handle complaints, the timeline for handling such problems, how the agencies communicate and coordinate to complete repairs, and why it often takes years for these repairs to be completed. Additionally, the Committees expect to discuss how these repairs are financed, the budget for such repairs from both agencies, who is responsible for paying fines pursuant to building violations, and, generally, how the senior population in NYCHA housing developments are being served.
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