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On behalf of Isabella Geriatric Center and the El Corazon Neighborhood NORC, we want to thank 
Councilmember Margaret Chin and the other members of the Committee for the opportunity to 
make this statement in support of the creation of city funded Neighborhood NORC Supportive 
Services Programs under the oversight of the NYC Department for the Aging.   We also want to 
thank the Council for the inclusion of discretionary dollars for the current NNORCs.   
  
For the last eight 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 this 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 having no common ownership. However, this funding 
does not begin to put a dent in the growing need or services for the older adults in the Washington 
Heights community.    
  
The Washington Heights area in Northern Manhattan is home to a very large Spanish speaking 
older adult immigrant community, whom for the most part came to the United States between the 
1970’s and 80’s from the Dominican Republic and other Latin American countries, worked at low 
wage jobs and today are aging in place while striving to survive on incomes below the poverty line.  
The majority of these older adults never completed elementary education and face literacy 
challenges in both English and their native language.  Most of them live in poorly maintained six 
story tenement walk up buildings in need of major repairs, resulting in vermin infested and 
structurally damaged apartments, unlit public areas, and uneven and broken flooring, in addition to 
inadequate heat in the winter.  Because of high rents, many older adults share a room in a stranger’s 
apartment, without access to cooking facilities, or share a small apartment with extended family 
members.  Additionally, profound challenges in accessing quality health care, obstacles to leading 
healthy lifestyles, and a deficiency of affordable fresh food have led to high rates of diabetes, 
hypertension, and obesity, as compared to other aging communities.   
 
Since its inception, El Corazon NNORC has served approximately 800 + seniors living within the 
funded catchment area and at present has over 400 members on the program roster with an 
average of three new intakes a month.  From this we have learned that word of mouth in this 
community has been instrumental in identifying hard to reach seniors in need of support.   
Unfortunately, due to limited funding and concomitant limited staffing, as well as the rigid 
parameters of our catchment range, the El Corazon NNORC routinely finds itself unable to serve 
older adults living outside of the defined service area, begging the need for expansion of the 
development of services beyond the current program boundaries.  At present, over the course of a 
year, our one full time social service worker is expected to provide case assistance and case 
management to upwards of 200 clients.   The City Discretionary Council funding we received is 
being utilized, in part, to expand staff capacity by hiring an MSW social worker to focus on complex, 
high risk case management cases within our current case load  and to aid us in integrating routine 
mental health screenings into our intake process.   An additional social worker is a necessity, and 
something we hope to be able to continue beyond this year.    
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Moreover, the need for additional NNORC services has become increasingly more evident as major 
gentrification continues to spread across New York City and in particular in areas in Manhattan, 
such as Washington Heights, as more and more landlords, realizing they can get higher rents, use 
tactics to pressure older tenants, many whom have lived in their homes for over 30 years, to 
relinquish their apartments; at times offering them a small amount of money to move, that would 
not suffice to rent another apartment in the same community.  The pressure and intimidation has 
been so pervasive that seniors find themselves living in unsafe and deplorable conditions which 
impact not only their quality of life but their mental wellbeing.  We thank Mayor DeBlasio and 
Senator Schneiderman for recognizing the need to address these issues through the establishment 
of a Tenant Harassment Prevention Task Force.  

 
Another outcome of gentrification has been the erosion of older adult support networks as younger 
family members are forced to move away.  All in all, the immigrant seniors in Washington Heights 
face increasing risk of isolation and self-neglect; many struggle with incapacitating problems like 
dementia, depression and mobility challenges that prevent them from going outside to meet their 
basic needs, especially if they have to navigate multiple sets of stairs.  All too often we hear of 
seniors that due to incapacitating conditions or economic factors have stopped paying bills, lose 
their government benefits, have no phone, and lack the ability to go to the doctor.  These problems, 
coupled with the stressful impact of poverty, economic and housing insecurity, and magnified by a 
language barrier, make these seniors especially vulnerable to isolation as they age, putting them at 
extreme risk.    Fear, anxiety and hopelessness tend to perpetuate further isolation, especially when 
elders don’t know where to turn.   An integral aspect of the El Corazon 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.     
 
Relationship building is the cornerstone of the NORC model and provides the real value of the NORC 
structure that helps foster trusting relationships towards honest disclosure of personal information 
and concerns that enable NORC staff to provide support and effective assistance.  For example, the 
trusted relationship a NNORC client forms with both the NNORC social worker and nurse often has 
an overwhelming impact on the individual’s health. For an immigrant client with high medical risks 
and poor access to healthcare, the comprehensive and integrated NNORC approach that includes 
advocacy with providers, health coaching, escorts to doctor appointments, access to appropriate 
health insurance, linkage and psychosocial stabilization, are all critical to the individual’s positive 
healthy outcome.  Without this safety net, many older adults, already at risk for isolation, may 
further disappear into the shadows or fall between the cracks, becoming invisible as they age, only 
to be discovered after a crisis or tragedy.      
 
Given our observations of the profound needs of New York City’s low income senior population, and 
in particular that of the Washington Heights area, Isabella was grateful to the New York City Council 
this past year for responding to this growing need and allocating discretionary funding to city 
NNORCS in support of aging in place services throughout the city.  Allocation of these funds moving 
forward will ensure sustained efforts to begin to truly and efficiently address the aforementioned 
issues facing many underserved older adult communities throughout the city of New York, and in 
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particular vulnerable immigrant older adults.  It is important to note that simultaneously with 
baselining of NNORC funding, appropriate allocations must be committed to DFTA for the issuance 
of an RFP and the necessary ongoing support and oversight of NNORC’s.   
 
In the end, the Isabella El Corazon Neighborhood NORC has built the foundation for a strong 
presence within our community of older adults, and looks forward to doing more to meet the 
growing need.  However this can only be accomplished with additional funding to support and 
sustain the Neighborhood NORC model, without which lead organizations, such as Isabella, will be 
hard pressed to continue to substantially sponsor these vital, successful, preventive and cost 
effective programs that save government dollars and allow New York City older adults to age in 
place with dignity, as is their wish.    
 
For these reasons, we too urge the City Council to support annual funding for Neighborhood NORC 
Supportive Service Programs that will allow for the development of an enduring program of aging 
in place services, particularly for NYC’s growing aging immigrant communities.  Baselining this 
annual funding is critical if we are to develop long term realistic and practical solutions that have 
been proven to work to support the needs of the NORC communities throughout the city.   
 
Thank you. 
 
Carol Ban, LCSW 
Director of Aging in Place Programs 
 
and  
 
Miriam Colon, MSW 
NORC Programs Manager  
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Testimony for City Council’s Aging Committee 

 
 

Good afternoon. My name is Darlene Brennan, Director of NORC WOW a supportive service 

program of the Samuel Field Y and first neighborhood NORC which I believe represents one of the 

most revolutionary and effective models of providing service to our senior adults that has ever been 

developed. 

 

The NORC WOW program was implemented 12 years ago in response to the very large 

concentration of seniors found to be aging in place in single family homes in north eastern Queens.  

With the support of UJA Federation of NY, it was initially funded by a 3 year grant from the Fan 

Fox Leslie R. Samuels foundation. Over the years we have evolved into a very successful program 

that has helped hundreds of seniors and served as a model for the other Neighborhood NORC’s 

across the country.   

 

Many of the elders in our program moved into their homes after the Second World War where they 

raised their families and helped build the community. Over the years they have “aged in place.” The 

neighbors they moved in with are no longer there.  They have become increasingly frail, more 

vulnerable, more isolated and more dependent. Many of their adult children have moved to different 

cities, started their own families and pursued their own careers. The goal of the NORC SSP model is 

to help these individuals stay in their own familiar homes, in the community that they love, 

maintaining their sense of independence and dignity.  Our program not only provides case 

management, case assistance, health care management and health care assistance, but it serves as a 

place to call when they don’t know where else to turn.  This provides them with a tremendous sense 

of security and a feeling that they are not alone.   

 

The NORC model has been very successful in assisting seniors who reside in large apartment 

complexes and we have seen how this same model can greatly assist those in one and two family 

homes as well.  In fact, it is our belief that seniors in neighborhoods may be in more need of NORC 

help.  Seniors in private homes tend to be more isolated.  On a daily basis they do not encounter as 

many people and neighbors are not as easily accessible.  For example, one 96 year old widowed man 

in our area slipped and fell on some ice.  Injured and frail, he was unable to get up and remained on 

the cold ground for hours.  Fortunately a car happened to pass by and the driver stopped to assist 

him.  This man was terribly frightened and fearful living on his own.  This same man became an 

active member of NORC WOW.  He is visited by the NORC WOW social workers and nurse, he 

attends health chats, received help with snow shoveling services, friendly reassurance calls, and he 

attends board meetings.  NORC WOW senior volunteers assist him with small chores and he has 

met fellow NORC members that help escort him to meetings and groups.  He has found a friend.  

These supports have decreased his isolation and renewed his sense of community and well- being.   
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This is only one example.  So many times we have heard from our members that they can remain in 

their homes because they know we are here and can assist them when needed. 

 
Over the years we have personally witnessed the tremendous need for Neighborhood NORC 

programs.  We are continually struck by the particular challenge of aging in a private home.  The 

simple task of changing a light bulb becomes impossible because they cannot get up on a chair like 

they used to.  There is no maintenance staff like you would find in an apartment building or coop.  

They struggle to find trustworthy service people.  Snow shoveling is impossible. Because they are 

alone in their homes, they are more vulnerable to being taken advantage of.  Seniors residing in 

private homes, become increasingly isolated as they age since it is harder to get about.    Many have 

lost a spouse and therefore spend a significant amount of alone.  In addition to the traditional case 

management services, we help to address the needs that are unique to those living in single family 

homes. 

 

In 2005, with a bus filled with NORC WOW seniors, we testified in Albany and were instrumental 

in changing legislation to allow NNORCS to qualify for state funding. Our program is currently 

funded by the state funds that we fought so hard for, as well as city council discretionary funds.   

 

The City Council on a yearly basis has supported NORC WOW, the first neighborhood NORC. 

I am here today to respectfully request and urge you to create a multi-year Neighborhood NORC 

supportive service initiative for communities, such as NORC WOW, that do not have housing 

management component so that the hundreds of seniors living in their own private homes can 

continue to age in place with dignity and security. 

 

Sincerely  

 

 

Darlene Brennan 

Director NORC WOW 
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