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Good afternoon.  Thank you for inviting us to submit our testimony on this important subject. 

For the past 44 years, Visiting Neighbors has been a lifeline to our community’s elderly.  The 

vital cost-effective services we provide enable seniors to continue to enjoy the freedom and 

dignity of living in their own cherished homes rather than being forced prematurely into nursing 

homes. 

 

By definition, core services are those that are essential to well-being.  As our population ages, we 

must recognize that services that might be considered essential to the well-being of a 65-year old 

may be very different from those that are core to a 95-year old. Senior centers are very valuable 

for some seniors, but they are not the answer for everyone, especially our oldest old. 

 

The average age of the seniors Visiting Neighbors serves is 89.5 years, and we are currently 

helping twelve seniors age 100+ who – with our services and emotional support – are still able to 

enjoy living in their familiar surroundings. We provide social contact through our volunteer 

visiting program, keeping these seniors connected with the outside world.  Many of them have 

outlived their closest family members and friends and rely on our dedicated volunteers to keep 

them connected with the outside world. Our volunteers help the seniors with shopping for food 

and other necessities– certainly an essential component of well-being, and escort them to medical 

appointments, ensuring that they arrive safely as they face the challenges of crossing our busy 

thoroughfares.  Without these core services, these seniors would be forced into institutions, 

leaving their cherished surroundings and suffering the anxiety of relocating into an unfamiliar 

landscape at a very advanced age. 

 

Most of the seniors we serve have lost their families and friends.  Many suffer with multiple 

health challenges and financial stresses. Without our supportive services, it is easy for them to 

lapse into depression as they are constantly reminded of their losses.  Our trained volunteers 

monitor the seniors’ well-being, alerting our professional staff immediately of any change in a 

senior’s condition so they can get the help they need without delay. 

 

The handwritten thank you notes we receive from our seniors are touching enough to make even 

the most jaded New Yorker cry. A common theme is that we are the only family they’ve got. 

 

A core service should be defined as one that is essential to well-being. I know we are the only 

family many of our seniors have, and I am proud to say that as DFTA looks to redefine “core 

services,” we stand ready to be a model program. 

 

Visiting Neighbors, Inc. 

3 Washington Square Village, #1F, New York, NY 10012 

(212) 260-6200  www.visitingneighbors.org 
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On behalf of UJA-Federation of New York, thank you for the opportunity to testify today. UJA-

Federation of New York is the nation’s largest local philanthropy. Central to our mission is to ensure 

care for people in need. UJA provides millions of dollars in grants and services to a network of more 

than 80 New York nonprofits that serve the vulnerable and strengthen communities.  
 

The majority of UJA’s network of agencies is successful senior services providers, assisting older 

New Yorker’s and ensuring they maintain access to programming and receive the care, support and 

resources they require. However, the senior services sector as a whole is underfunded, impacting 

service delivery.  

 

DFTA Funding  

Older adults are the fastest growing demographic in New York City, yet DFTA is shockingly 

underfunded. Receiving just $330 Million-- less than 1% of the City’s overall budget--DFTA relies on 

the City Council annually to ensure funding for its core services, such as senior centers, Naturally 

Occurring Retirement Communities (NORCs), elder abuse services, nutritional assistance, and other 

critical programs.  

 

We support DFTA and the City Council’s efforts to maintain vital services for New York City’s older 

adults, many of whom are non-Medicaid eligible and without this support would have few resources. 

However, relying on City Council discretionary allocations and initiatives to cover core services is 

merely a stop-gap. In many cases the Council has become wholly responsible for maintaining some 

programs. This puts an undue burden on many organizations in our network, which are unable to 

confidently plan their programming for more than one year at a time. We urge the City to recognize 

the needs of older New Yorkers by permanently baselining funding for DFTA’s core programs in 

FY18.   

 

Salary Parity  

We appreciate the funding allocated to address low salaries and high turnover of DFTA case 

managers in FY17. However, that funding does not cover staff across all DFTA programs, such as 

elder abuse prevention programs, senior centers, NORCs, and others, leaving nonprofit providers to 

wrestle with the inequity of paying different salaries to staff doing comparable work, and the inevitable 

recruitment, turnover, and morale problems that will lower service access and quality for New York's 



  

seniors. For some of our larger nonprofit partners, who provide services to seniors citywide, this has 

amounted to millions of dollars. Additionally, they are left with inadequate funding to address 

supervisor salary increases. We urge the City, with the support of the Council, to implement funding 

to address salary parity across all DFTA contracts in FY18.  

 

NORCs and Neighborhood NORCs 

Within DFTA’s core programs, Naturally Occurring Retirement Communities (NORCs) and 

Neighborhood NORCs play an important role in ensuring New York City’s older residents are able to 

access programming and care they so desperately need while remaining at home.  

 

In our conversations with NORC and Neighborhood NORC directors, we learned of the resources that 

many of their program beneficiaries have come to rely on, including case management services, 

socialization programs, transportation and shopping assistance, as well as basic health services that 

allow seniors to remain in their homes, greatly improving their quality of life.  

 

However, NORCs and Neighborhood NORCs remain underfunded and only partially baselined. We 

request that NORCs be fully baselined and that a baseline fund be established for Neighborhood 

NORC programs, which rely exclusively on the support of the New York City Council.  

 

Senior Center Funding 

UJA’s network of nonprofit agencies oversees many of the city’s successful senior centers, providing 

the foundation of services for thousands of older New Yorkers. Senior centers grant access to meals 

and nutritional assistance, culturally competent programming, social programming and case 

assistance, among other services.  

 

Additional funding for senior centers would allow these vital community centers to enhance their 

resources, hire additional staff, expand their programming, and assist a greater number of New 

York’s older adults.   

 

CONCLUSION 

UJA-Federation of New York respectfully urges your consideration and support of these requests to 

assist our city’s most vulnerable and neediest individuals and the organizations that serve them.  
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We are so grateful to the City Council and Council Member Margaret Chin, the 

Chair of this Committee on Aging for holding this hearing and recognizing the 

crucial role that services for seniors play in the health of our city.  

I am Julia Schwartz-Leeper, Executive Director of Riverdale Senior services and 

Chair of The Action Committee of LiveOn NY.  Having devoted my career of over 

30 years to supporting older adults in the community, I am energized to prepare 

for Councilmember Chin’s  “Year of The Senior” and thank her for her leadership. 

Senior Centers: Every day I see firsthand how the services offered at our senior 

centers are successful in maintaining people in the community from “early” older 

adults hood well into their 90s and over.  Many of our members stay involved in 

our services for 30 years or more. The continuity and breath of our services and 

programs meet their intellectual, social, health and physical needs as they 

navigate a challenging health care system and a society that does not always 

value their contribution. 

Health and Mental Health Services: At Riverdale Senior Services we offer a range 

of services to meet the needs of a 40 year age span and varied levels of 

functioning.  Preventative Health Services by a registered nurse are crucial to 

keeping people healthy as is our Mental Health Clinic which offers counseling as 

well as medication management.  

Adult Day and Caregiver Services:  We have had a SADS program for 20 years and 

struggle with insecure city council funding.  Many of our clients have spent 5 

years or more in our program and at home with the support of our service despite 

significant cognitive decline. Please help us to baseline this funding. Adult Day is 

crucial to the continuum of care that our seniors require. 

Professional Salaries 

It is the committed and experienced staff that provide support above and beyond 

the activities and services that senior centers are contracted to provide. 

It is however, becoming increasingly difficult to attract experienced, qualified 

professionals, when the salaries in our contracts are so far below the going rate. 

Encouraging social workers and other professionals to meet the needs of the 



growing older population is challenging enough, but with low salaries which are 

not competitive with hospitals or other institutions, it is nearly impossible. And 

without the healthcare benefits we used to receive through the city and no 

pensions or other benefits, our jobs are not that attractive to young professionals.  

Evidenced Based Programs and other high level services require experienced 

professionals. In the old days bingo and simple programming was led by 

volunteers, but this is no longer possible. The “train the trainer” model is not 

sufficient. We need paid professional to provide the quality, required services in 

the community which reduce healthcare costs and keep people at home. 

Base lined funding 

Depending on discretionary funding creates an enormous challenge for senior 

centers as we struggle to hire staff, teachers and develop quality programs. 

It is time we recognize the value in these preventative services and programs and 

fund them throughout the city.  Base lining funding for our senior centers will 

allow us to continue to be a great resource for the thousands of seniors and 

caregivers who are struggling to live a life with dignity. 

We have the expertise and passion to work with the growing population of older 

New Yorkers and to assist in managing the rising healthcare costs through 

effective, preventative programs. 

With consistent, appropriate funding we can remain a valuable resource to all 

New Yorkers, as we are all caregivers and older adults at some point in our lives. 

Thank you for your attention and support. 

 

Julia Schwartz-Leeper 

Executive Director 

Riverdale Senior Services  

 

 

 














