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Introduction

The New York City Council Subcommittee on Senior Centers held a hearing on September 14, 2006, entitled, “Lights Out: Senior Centers and Emergency Preparedness in NYC.” The Subcommittee explored the methods and mechanisms the Department for the Aging (DFTA) and the Office of Emergency Management (OEM) have in place to ensure that senior centers have properly trained staff and the equipment and supplies necessary to provide support to seniors during times of emergency. This report reflects findings and recommendations that address senior centers and emergency preparedness.

Background

Senior centers are focal points of many communities in the City.  Established in the 1940’s, senior centers began with the mission of providing meals and other vital services to the elderly.  Today, senior centers function as providers of a wide range of services, including health care, food service and leisure activities, such as bingo, field trips, gardening, movies and informational and computer training classes.  

There are approximately 1.3 million New Yorkers over the age of 60
, and this figure is likely to grow now that the Baby Boom generation has started to become senior citizens.
  DFTA estimates that the senior population will grow to 1.6 million by 2015, with a projected increase of 33% in seniors over 60 and a 22% increase in seniors over 85.
 Such projected growth will likely present new challenges with respect to the administration of services and benefits to this population.
 

According to DFTA, 23 percent of the City’s senior population attends a senior center.
  DFTA manages the City’s 329 senior centers, 138 of which are located in New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) housing developments.  NYCHA operates 42 of the senior centers located in its housing developments, with remaining centers located in NYCHA housing developments run by community-based organizations, such as churches and civic organizations.
  

Since seniors make up a significant segment of the City’s population, it is crucial to ensure that the City has emergency response plans that coordinate with senior centers, as well as with other senior service providers.  Such plans must take into account the fact that many seniors often have special medical issues, such as hearing or vision problems, mobility impairments or other physical disabilities, which may make it more difficult for such individuals to handle emergency situations.
 

September 2003 Hearing

The New York City Council has addressed the issue of emergency preparedness with respect to seniors through two hearings. The first hearing, entitled “Emergency Preparedness for Seniors: How Are We Faring in New York City?,” was held in September 2003 by the New York City Council Committee on Aging. That hearing examined the impact of the disasters of 9/11 and the citywide blackout of August 2003 on seniors.  In particular, the hearing highlighted three significant problems which came to light as a result of these two serious events: 1) many people do not know who to call or what to do in order to reach older relatives and ensure that they receive services during an emergency; 2) no system existed to coordinate community-based programs that can provide necessary care to seniors during an emergency; and 3) many seniors are at-risk of being left without electricity, phone service, food, water and any contact with outside people during an emergency.
 

Several recommendations to better address emergency preparedness needs for senior citizens were made at the 2003 hearing:
 

· Public Advocate Betsy Gotbaum recommended that DFTA develop a comprehensive plan for all senior centers, Naturally Occurring Retirement Communities (NORC’s) and nursing homes in the event of an emergency.  The plan should include a detailed set of information that informs service providers how and from whom to receive current news and instructions, even when phone lines and cell towers are down. 

· The International Longevity Center (ILC) recommended that a special population coordinator should be appointed  (perhaps at City Hall) to work with community-based organizations to develop a coordinated plan and be the liaison to emergency agencies and organizations such as Office of Emergency Management (OEM), Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), and the American Red Cross. The ILC also suggested that a City map be created to highlight neighborhoods with a high concentration of seniors and disabled persons using census data mapping.  In addition, the ILC suggested that an identification system for community service providers be established so that such individuals could be permitted into disaster areas. Finally, the ILC recommended that a public service announcement campaign targeted specifically to seniors and disabled persons be developed, in order to disseminate information regarding public services and emergency planning to such populations several times a year. 

· The Council of Senior Centers and Services (CSCS) recommended that air conditioning be installed in all senior centers in the City, that aging service providers be encouraged to develop emergency preparedness plans, and that providers reach out to and assist seniors in developing personal emergency preparedness plans. 

September 2006 Hearing

A second hearing on the subject of emergency preparedness and seniors entitled, “Lights Out: Senior Centers and Emergency Preparedness in NYC,” was held in September 2006 by the New York City Council Subcommittee on Senior Centers.  This hearing examined the readiness of senior centers in connection with responding to emergencies and their role in the City’s overall emergency preparedness plan. 

Emergency Preparedness Guides and Standards

 Background information prepared in connection with the 2006 hearing described some of the current steps the City takes in order to help prepare seniors and senior centers to cope with emergency situations.
 For example, the City publishes an emergency preparedness guide for seniors entitled, “Guide to Emergency Preparedness for Seniors and People with Disabilities” (the “Guide”).” Such publication provides seniors with guidance on developing personal disaster plans in the case of an emergency, including how to create a “to go” bag, how to prepare for an evacuation, and how to prepare their homes in the event that the City instructs persons to remain in them.  The Guide also contains a list of resources and an emergency health card information template to use. 

In addition to the publication the Guide, the City acts to protect seniors during emergency situations in part through the imposition of certain standards placed on senior centers by the New York City DFTA Contract Agency Performance Standards for Program Management.  Specifically, standard number 23 outlines appropriate procedures senior centers must follow with respect to emergencies, including fire or other evacuation emergencies, on-site emergencies, emergencies on group trips, and site damage emergencies, as well as with respect to emergency prevention and accident and incident recording and reporting.  In addition, standard number 23 requires senior centers to have a written evacuation plan developed in consultation with the local fire station for any situation requiring building evacuation.  The plan must include: the location of fire extinguishers; the location of primary fire exits and alternative exits; the order in which groups should leave the building; persons responsible for leading groups; persons responsible for checking premises, including bathrooms; and the destination of each group once outside.
  The written plan must be posted in each room and office, and on public bulletin boards.
 Senior centers must also hold evacuation drills twice a year and document the time and date of each drill, the length of time it took to evacuate and any problems that occurred during the drill.
 Staff and volunteers are required to be trained on the emergency plan, including what their responsibilities are and who they must notify during an emergency. 


Standard number 23 also requires senior centers to have written plans to deal with accidents and medical emergencies on site, which include instructions on the kind of assistance to be provided to the victim, persons to notify and insurance forms to be completed.  Written plans are required to address emergencies on group trips, such as accidents, medical emergencies or the disappearance of a participant.
 A staff member who has been trained on emergency procedures must accompany seniors on all trips that are sponsored by senior centers.
 Additionally, an accident/incident report must be placed on file for all significant accidents and incidents occurring during the year, including but not limited to: accidents or other participant emergencies; incidents of physical violence; facility emergencies, such as flooding or fires; burglaries or forced entry; thefts; and vandalism.

In addition to the plans that centers are required to follow, senior centers are occasionally used as cooling centers in the summer months.  During a heat emergency, OEM, in conjunction with DFTA, will designate air-conditioned senior centers as cooling centers. Such cooling centers are open to everyone in the community.  This past summer, 227 senior centers became part of the City’s cooling center network.
 In the summer of 2006, cooling centers were also instrumental to northwestern Queens residents during the power outage that took place from July 17-26, 2006.
 Nine sites were opened in the affected area, which provided food, snacks and water to residents.

Hearing Testimony


During the 2006 hearing, testimony was presented by representatives of DFTA; representatives of OEM; Eric Klinenberg, Professor of Sociology, New York University (NYU), and a n expert on senior centers; and City Meals on Wheels. The following is a summary of the key points contained in such testimonies.

DFTA testified that:
 

· The City’s network of cooling centers is activated during Excessive Heat Emergencies  (EHEs).  Within the cooling network, 279 are senior centers, which stay open for extended hours during the EHEs, but do not adhere to uniform operating hours, instead staying open based on the availability of staff and need.  DFTA reimburses centers for the extended time that they stay open during EHEs.  DFTA has yet to tabulate the final costs to be reimbursed to centers as a result of their service during the most recent heat emergencies of July and August 2006.

· DFTA has developed an Emergency Response Plan to address disaster situations.  The plan considers the availability of services in the event of the most likely systemic failures that may endanger service delivery.  Such events include fire, EHE’s, power outages and natural disasters (i.e. hurricanes).  Each senior center is required to have an emergency plan, which must be reported to DFTA.

· DFTA distributed “Ready New York Guide for Seniors and People with Disabilities” to senior centers before the summer began, along with blank “personal health records” in four different languages for seniors to record their medical information.  The information on such forms could help emergency responders assist seniors during emergency situations.

· In May 2006, DFTA distributed 51,000 emergency boxes to homebound seniors and seniors attending senior centers. The emergency boxes contained water, juice, two shelf stable meals, a flashlight, a radio and information on how to prepare for an emergency.

· DFTA developed a pilot program that distributed and installed 1,500 floor unit air conditioners to low income and needy seniors.  Current information regarding the success of this program has not been compiled, nor has the likelihood of its continuation or expansion in the future been determined. 

· DFTA coordinates its emergency preparedness efforts with OEM and has a training unit that conducts emergency and fire safety training.  All senior centers are required to participate in such training.  Senior center staff is also being trained in the use of defibrillators, which DFTA distributes to senior centers. 

· With respect to the power outage in Queens, only one center was adversely affected.  Nine other centers in the area stayed open with extended hours to service seniors in the area.

· Providing electrical generators to all senior centers is not feasible, as many centers do not have the infrastructure necessary to accommodate such generators.  

Dr. Klinenberg, testified that:

· Senior centers are a tremendous resource in the everyday life of the City, helping to keep seniors socially active and connected, enabling seniors to be integrated into the City’s social service network, and providing nutritious and well-balanced meals. 

· Senior centers can be an important life-line during an emergency by operating as cooling centers; serving as safe houses during evacuations or as sites for organizing group evacuations utilizing public transportation; providing emergency care; and linking vulnerable seniors to special service programs following disasters.

· Senior centers do not reach the most vulnerable and isolated seniors and therefore, during and immediately before an expected crisis, senior centers should designate staff members with the responsibility to reach out to such elderly residents. In addition, the most active seniors who are members of senior centers could serve as peer volunteers to other, more needy elderly individuals. Frail seniors require special transportation, and senior centers should conduct outreach to promote transportation services that enable vulnerable residents to leave their homes during an emergency. Seniors with mental illness or substance abuse problems or who are socially isolated are least likely to use senior centers.

Citymeals-on-Wheels testified that:

· Food packages help seniors cope during emergency situations. Once a month, this organization delivers shelf stable food packages to homebound clients, which include three meals to be used in the event of a long weekend; Summer Heat boxes, which include three meals, radios, flashlights and bottled water; and information on emergency preparedness from the OEM. Citymeals-on-Wheels also collaborates with DFTA to provide emergency preparedness boxes to seniors who attend senior centers.

· During emergencies, such as non-working elevators, and storms (rain and snow), many homebound seniors are unable to leave their homes to buy food, and those providing services to such individuals are unable to continue to do so. The needs of seniors in situations such as these should be addressed.
Recommendations

The Subcommittee makes the following recommendations in order to improve the City’s efforts in addressing the emergency preparedness of senior centers:

Infrastructure and Security Needs

1. DFTA should make an assessment of the emergency equipment and capital needs of senior centers, particularly examining the feasibility of installing generators in every senior center. 

Although senior centers serve as hubs of information for seniors and are poised to serve seniors during emergencies, the current infrastructure of many senior centers limits the ability of such centers to adequately serve seniors during emergency situations.  An assessment of emergency equipment and capital needs would help address this problem. Installing generators would provide senior centers with an alternate source of power, which would allow delivery of services to continue for seniors and the community at large during certain emergency situations.

2. DFTA should conduct a security assessment of every senior center in collaboration with the New York City Police Department (NYPD).
Security measures within senior centers are essential to providing a safe place for seniors to gather. Some centers currently have security guards, but security measures are at the discretion of each senior center.  The NYPD performs crime prevention surveys and could collaborate with DFTA to assess the security needs of senior centers.

Outreach
3. Often in the wake of an emergency, seniors who may benefit from the various services provided by a senior center are revealed. Senior centers should use such opportunities to connect such seniors with needed services and encourage them to become members. 
Senior centers are always striving to increase senior participation.  Seniors who are homebound or isolated are unlikely to find out about a senior center through the traditional outreach methods, and such seniors may seek services from a senior center only during an emergency.  Following-up with these seniors after an emergency can help link such seniors to other services they may have been unaware of and create interest in such individuals to attend a senior center.

4. Senior centers should begin conducting special outreach to contact seniors who are socially isolated, because more often than not such seniors are in need of services. Also, senior centers should consider providing special transportation services for isolated seniors in the wake of an emergency.
Advocates assert that homebound and isolated seniors often have medical, mental and/or physical issues that may affect their ability to function during an emergency. In addition, isolated seniors are less likely to be trusting of those delivering services during an emergency, because they have no established relationship with such providers.  Senior centers should consider conducting special outreach to such seniors during non-emergency times, in order to determine who they are and what their needs would likely be during an emergency, as well as developing trusting relationships with such individuals that will facilitate providing them with services during an emergency. Senior centers should also consider providing special transportation services to homebound or isolated seniors during emergencies, which take into account the conditions that led to their isolation.

5. DFTA should encourage active and healthy seniors to become volunteers in senior programs.  Such individuals can provide more vulnerable seniors with needed assistance during emergencies, since they may be more likely to know the vulnerable and isolated seniors in the community.  Each senior center should have a core group of such senior volunteers.
Seniors may be more likely to respond to their peers in certain situations, particularly during an emergency.  Senior volunteers would be able to relate to fellow seniors, and help identify vulnerable and isolated seniors to emergency responders. In addition, such an outreach program would also help senior volunteers feel valued in the community.

6. DFTA should develop a call list of seniors in the City, including those attending senior centers and, to the extent known, those homebound or isolated.
Currently, only 23% of seniors in the City attend senior centers, leaving a significant number of seniors who may need assistance during an emergency without a direct link informing them where to go in order to receive services. Advocates have recommended that a list of seniors in the City, mapped out by neighborhoods, would benefit emergency responders during an emergency.
Staff Training

7. The staff at senior centers should be trained to provide basic first aid, and should establish relationships with medical care providers serving their community.
In the event of an emergency, the staff at a senior center is poised to act as the first responders to seniors.  If staff members were properly trained on basic first aid and had established relationships with local medical care providers, they would be better able to provide an adequate response to seniors during an emergency.

Effective Use of Resources

8. Senior centers that serve as cooling centers should have uniform hours of operation during an emergency, and key staff members should be required to work overtime during such periods.
Ensuring that all senior centers throughout the City provide uniform hours of operation during emergencies would enable any senior citizen resident of New York City to know exactly when they can go to a cooling center, instead of needing to contact 311 or use the internet to determine a cooling center’s hours of operation.  To alleviate the possibility of having a shortage of staff during an emergency, key staff members should be mandated to work overtime during such periods.

9. DFTA should collaborate with the MTA to use public buses as mobile cooling centers during blackouts.  Senior centers which have buses or vans should also use these resources as mobile cooling centers during such emergencies.
In cases where a community does not have a cooling center or a cooling center loses power, transportation resources such as buses and vans could offer temporary relief to seniors and others in the community.  In addition, senior centers with transportation resources that could serve as mobile cooling centers could use such times to introduce seniors in a community to the many other services they provide.

Conclusion


Senior centers serve as a second home to many seniors in New York City.  It is imperative that such centers be prepared to adequately respond to seniors in the event of an emergency.   Since the staff members in these centers have established trusting relationships with seniors and have acquired specialized knowledge regarding their needs, senior centers are, in many ways, poised to be first responders to seniors during an emergency.  In order to ensure that senior centers are able to provide needed services to seniors during emergency situations, many issues need to be addressed, including infrastructure and security needs, outreach methods, staff training and the effective use of resources.
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