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Oversight: Financial Exploitation of the Elderly


On December 17, 2002, the Committee on Aging, chaired by the Honorable Reverend Rubén Díaz, will conduct an oversight hearing on “Financial Exploitation of the Elderly.” 


Among those invited to testify on this topic are:  Department for the Aging (DFTA) Commissioner Edwin Méndez-Santiago, District Attorneys Robert M. Morgenthau (New York County), Richard A. Brown (Queens County), William L. Murphy (Richmond County), Robert T. Johnson (Bronx County), and Charles J. Hynes (Kings County); New York State Attorney General Eliot Spitzer; Manhattan Borough President C. Virginia Fields; Assemblywoman Barbara Clark; and the following advocates: Louis Vasquez, Executive Director of Regional Aid for Interim Needs (RAIN); David Stern, Executive Director, Jewish Association for Services for the Aged (JASA); William Dionne, Executive Director, Burden Center for the Aging; Evelyn Lauriano, Executive Director, Neighborhood Self-help by Older Persons Project, Inc. (Neighborhood S.H.O.P.P., Inc.); and Carol Hunt, Executive Director, Jamaica Service Program for Older Adults.  

Background


The Older Americans Act defines exploitation as “the illegal or improper act or process of an individual, including a caregiver, using the resources of an older individual for monetary or personal benefit, profit or gain.”
 It can include cashing checks without authorization, forging signatures, illegal transfers of real or personal property, or inducing a senior into signing any contract, will or other document. According to the Office of the New York State Attorney General, financial exploitation is the fastest growing form of elder abuse.
 Approximately half of elder abuse cases in New York State and sixty-three percent in New York City involve financial exploitation.
 


Since financial exploitation of seniors is considered a form of elder abuse, elder abuse programs generally address exploitation issues.  For example, in New York City, DFTA’s Elderly Crime Victims Resource Center, a source of assistance for elder abuse victims, provides services for seniors who experience exploitation. When a financial exploitation matter is referred to the resource center, it is assigned to a caseworker, and an effort is made to confirm the allegations.  If the senior denies being exploited, he or she is informed of options in the event exploitation does occur. In the event the senior admits exploitation, he or she is directed to report the exploiter to the police; when the alleged exploiter is a home attendant, he or she is also instructed to report the incidents to the attendant’s supervisor or employer. If the resource center deems a home visit to be required, cases are referred to contracted agencies for home visits. Those agencies then provide necessary services, including referrals for criminal investigations, and accompanying the senior to court if a legal proceeding ensues. In a circumstance in which the elderly person denies exploitation, but appears to lack mental capacity, the matter is referred to Adult Protective Services for investigation and possible legal intervention.  


In addition to efforts to address exploitation after it has occurred, there are programs to prevent abuse and exploitation. In October, 2002, DFTA announced a new initiative, the “Elder Abuse Prevention and Intervention Services” program, which contracts with one to two community-based senior organizations in each borough. In part, the program will aim to teach senior citizens that elements like alcoholism, drug abuse, and family history can lead to maltreatment—including financial abuse. 


At the hearing, DFTA and community senior groups will offer testimony regarding programs and services to combat financial exploitation of the elderly. The committee will examine whether more initiatives are required to stem the tide of this growing problem. 

� Older Americans Act, 42 U.S.C. 3001, §102 (24)


� “Financial Abuse of Elderly Targeted,” Press Release, Office of New York State Attorney General Eliot Spitzer, September 21, 2000.


� Id.
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