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TITLE:                                                 	Resolution calling upon the Department for the Aging to ensure that halal meals are available as part of the home delivered meals program

INTRODUCTION

On October 30, 2020, the Committee on Aging, chaired by Council Member Margaret Chin will hold an oversight hearing on The Future of Home Delivered Meals. The Committee will also hear Resolution Number 112 (Res. No. 112), sponsored by Council Member Eric Ulrich, regarding including halal meals as a part of the Department of the Aging (DFTA) sponsored home delivered meal (HDM) program. 
The Committee has invited representatives from DFTA and various aging advocates, stakeholders, and members of the public to testify. 
BACKGROUND

New York City (NYC) residents account for 50 percent of all food insecure New York State residents, with the city’s food insecurity rate being 12 percent higher than the national rate.[footnoteRef:2]  Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, it was projected that about 1 million NYC residents were food insecure; however, since March 2020, food insecurity has increased significantly. NYC Mayor Bill de Blasio reported that about 2 million NYC residents may now be food insecure due to the current pandemic.[footnoteRef:3] While food insecurity affects individuals of all ages, research shows that older adults are particularly vulnerable. According to New York City Meals on Wheels, 1 in 10 older New York residents face hunger.[footnoteRef:4]  [2: Research, Reports and Findings, Food Bank for New York City, available at https://www.foodbanknyc.org/research-reports/.]  [3:  Brian Mann, In New York City, 2 Million Residents Face Food Insecurity, Officials Say, NPR, May 21, 2020, available at https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/05/21/860312565/in-new-york-city-2-million-residents-face-food-insecurity-officials-say.]  [4: Ending Elder Hunger, City Meals on Wheels, available at https://www.citymeals.org/ending-elder-hunger.] 

To help combat senior food insecurity, DFTA offers older adults a variety of ways in which to receive meals. New York City seniors who are mobile are traditionally able to receive a hot lunch, and sometimes hot breakfast, from DFTA-contracted senior centers five days a week,[footnoteRef:5] and homebound seniors are able to receive meals through DFTA’s in-home services program[footnoteRef:6] or through the agency’s Home Delivered Meals (HDM) program,[footnoteRef:7] so long as they meet certain qualifications. Seniors must be above the age of 60 and a client of DFTA or a DFTA-contracted senior center[footnoteRef:8]  to be offered these meal services; this unfortunately means that seniors who are not in contact with the DFTA system are unable to receive meals through these particular services. During the COVID-19 pandemic, however, the City expanded food delivery services to food insecure New Yorkers across the board. Since April 2020, seniors who do not qualify for DFTA’s in-home services or HDM program or who otherwise have not previously been clients of DFTA have been able to receive food through the city’s GetFoodNYC program.[footnoteRef:9]     [5:  Senior Centers, NYC Department for the Aging, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/site/dfta/services/senior-centers.page. ]  [6:  In-Home Services, NYC Department for the Aging, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/site/dfta/services/in-home-services.page. ]  [7:  Free Meals Delivered Directly to NYC Seniors Through Senior Centers and DFTA, EastNewYork, Mar. 31, 2020, available at https://eastnewyork.com/free-meals-delivered-directly-to-nyc-seniors-through-senior-centers-and-dfta/#:~:text=Free%20Meals%20Delivered%20Directly%20To%20NYC%20Seniors%20Through%20Senior%20Centers%20and%20DFTA,-eastnewyorknews%20%2D%20Mar%2031&text=NYC%20Department%20for%20the%20Aging,each%20older%20adult%20every%20week.]  [8:  Senior Centers, NYC Department for the Aging, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/site/dfta/services/senior-centers.page.]  [9:  GetFoodNYC COVID-19 Emergency Food Distribution, NYC Gov, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/dsny/contact/services/COVID-19FoodAssistance.shtml. ] 



Overview of DFTA’s Home Delivered Meals Program
DFTA's Home Delivered Meals (HDM) program is operated through a network of contracts between 23 community-based providers.[footnoteRef:10] Operating on weekdays, the network delivers 4.5 million meals annually and serves approximately 18,000 homebound older adults throughout the city.[footnoteRef:11] In order to be eligible for HDMs an individual is required to be:[footnoteRef:12] [10: Home Delivered Meals Concept Paper, NYC Department for the Aging, Oct. 28, 2019, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/dfta/downloads/pdf/community/HDMConceptPaper.pdf.]  [11:  Id.]  [12:  Id.] 

· Age 60 or older;
· Unable to attend a congregate meal program because of an accident, illness or frailty;
· Lack formal or informal supports who can regularly provide meals;
· Is able to live safely at home if meals are delivered; and
· Unable to prepare meals due to at least one of the following;
· Lacks adequate cooking facilities;
· Lacks knowledge or skills to prepare meals; 
· Unable to safely prepare meals;
· Unable to shop or cook.
Older adults are connected to the HDM program through DFTA’s Case Management Agencies which conduct assessments of social, psychological, mental, and physical well-being of clients in order to identify client needs and help them age independently in place.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Id.] 

DFTA, Senior Centers, and Home Delivered Meals Programs during COVID-19
In March 2020, while physical programming ceased at DFTA senior centers due to the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, senior service providers were still responsible for providing both on-site and HDMs to food insecure seniors.[footnoteRef:14] The city’s senior services providers immediately transitioned from in-person senior center congregate meals to, initially, grab-and-go meals at senior center sites, at personal cost.[footnoteRef:15] During these initial few weeks of transition, seniors were not allowed to attend senior centers physically for meals, but were able to pick up those same meals from the site to take home and eat.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  See Yoav Gonen and Christine Chung, Food Czar To Oversee Meal Delivery for Elderly After Early Stumbles, TheCity, Apr. 15, 2020, available at https://www.thecity.nyc/life/2020/4/15/21247114/food-czar-to-oversee-meal-delivery-for-elderly-after-early-stumbles. ]  [15:  Based on Committee conversations with Senior Service Providers.]  [16:  Katie Kirker, City Closes Hundreds of Senior Centers, But Will Provide Meals to Aging Population Especially Vulnerable to Coronavirus, Gotham Gazette, Mar. 18, 2020, available at https://www.gothamgazette.com/city/9217-city-closes-senior-centers-but-will-provide-meals-amid-coronavirus-outbreak. ] 

At the end of March, the senior grab-and-go system transitioned to a full, emergency meal delivery service that was coordinated by DFTA and serviced through nonprofit and private food vendors and partnerships.[footnoteRef:17] This program was meant to centralize food distribution operations and manage more senior clients than those within the portfolios of senior service providers.[footnoteRef:18] DFTA assured seniors that they would receive a daily meal through a 5-meal package delivery each week, which would be similar to those meals they would traditionally receive on-site at a DFTA senior center and which would include kosher meals.[footnoteRef:19] However, DFTA’s program, called DFTA Direct, was almost immediately besieged with problems, including complaints about lack of communication, missed or failed deliveries, and non-nutritious meals.[footnoteRef:20]  [17:  See Yoav Gonen and Christine Chung, Food Czar To Oversee Meal Delivery for Elderly After Early Stumbles, TheCity, Apr. 15, 2020, available at https://www.thecity.nyc/life/2020/4/15/21247114/food-czar-to-oversee-meal-delivery-for-elderly-after-early-stumbles.]  [18:  Id.]  [19:  Senior Center Meal Provision FAQ, NYC Department for the Aging, Mar. 23, 2020, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/dfta/downloads/pdf/services/SeniorCenterMealProvisionFAQ03232020.pdf. ]  [20:  See id.] 

In April 2020, DFTA Direct was transitioned out of the agency and integrated with the newly established citywide GetFood program, formerly operated by Kathryn Garcia, then Food Czar, and the Department of Sanitation (DSNY).[footnoteRef:21] DSNY and the GetFood program inherited DFTA’s list of senior clients, along with non-senior clients across the city. The program provides meals to DFTA seniors who do not qualify for HDMs, as well as seniors who were not originally clients of the DFTA system, and now runs separately from the HDMs still contractually provided by DFTA senior service providers. That is to say, there are now two home delivered meals programs currently and simultaneously serving NYC‘s food insecure senior population: DFTA‘s HDM program and NYC‘s GetFood program. Importantly, before the pandemic, about 17,000 homebound seniors across the five boroughs were receiving meals each weekday from senior centers’ HDM programs; since March, this number for the DFTA’s HDM program has increased by 10 percent.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  See id.]  [22:  Roshan Abraham, Snags Seen in Pandemic Policies for Senior Centers and Home Meals, CityLimits, June 26, 2020, available at https://citylimits.org/2020/06/26/snags-seen-in-pandemic-policies-for-senior-centers-and-home-meals/. ] 

DFTA’S 2019 Home Delivered Meals Concept Paper, RFP & MMR
Well before the pandemic, in October 2019, DFTA released a Concept Paper to solicit recommendations on how the Department could further support the HDM program.[footnoteRef:23] The Concept Paper provides a summary of the findings from a program analysis and an overview of the recommended changes to the HDM program.[footnoteRef:24] [23: Home Delivered Meals Concept Paper, NYC Department for the Aging, Oct. 28, 2019, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/dfta/downloads/pdf/community/HDMConceptPaper.pdf. 
]  [24:  Id.] 

Prior to developing the HDM concept paper, DFTA engaged in a learning process that included conducting literature review, analyzing data, administering a survey to senior meal recipients, and overseeing a provider focus group.[footnoteRef:25] Overall, DFTA’s analysis and insights from various stakeholders on the HDM program revealed several areas in which the HDM program could be improved to more effectively support homebound older adults. According to DFTA, some of the key findings included: [25:  Id.] 

· Expanding meal choice and improving quality: The survey of meal recipients found that 20 percent of seniors identified the lack of variety and choice as their least favorite part of the program, and 20 percent recommended increasing meal options and making meals more advertising.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Id.] 

· Many clients do not eat the entire meal immediately upon receiving it: Many older adults taking the survey indicated that they save their hot meals for later and some share part of their meals with neighbors.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Id.] 

· Provider kitchens are often operating over capacity: DFTA’s analysis also found that providers who cook meals sometimes endure challenges with managing inventory volume and keeping up with demand for meals. Additionally, some providers have transformed their office and administrative space into refrigeration and freezer storage spaces. Stakeholders during DFTA’s summer sessions recommended that the agency coordinate to identify shared storage space for providers near the geographic area they serve.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Id.] 

· Decentralized purchasing and multiple layers of contracting drive system complexity and expense: There are a variety of ways providers deliver meals to clients. However, DFTA identifies the following delivery types as more efficient than others: 
A) The primary contractor prepares and then deliver meals; 
B) The primary contractor purchases catered meals (from one or more vendors) and then deliver meals;
C) The primary contractor subcontracts the cooking to a non-profit provider (e.g., a senior center) but then delivers the meal themselves[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Id.] 

Additionally, DFTA identified the following delivery types as having disadvantages as they involve multiple layers in the contracting process:

D) Primary contractor purchases catered meals and then subcontracts the delivery to another non-profit provider;
E) The primary contractor subcontracts part of the catchment area to another non-profit provider who prepares and delivers meals;
F) The primary contractor subcontracts part of the catchment area to another non-profit provider who purchases catered meals (from one or more subcontractors) and then delivers them.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Id.] 

· Meal distribution locations are not always strategically sited relative to the location of senior populations: Some HDM providers are located far away from the largest senior population/meal recipients which leads to increases in commute time and traveling costs as well as the quality of delivered meals. Some stakeholders indicated that delivering meals within two hours is challenging to do because of the distance, and according to DFTA, this challenge supports the need for either more meal distribution locations and/or accommodations in catchment areas.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Id.] 

· Providers emphasize social interaction, while meal recipients most value high quality, nutritious meals: According to DFTA’s Provider and Client Survey, 63 percent of providers responded that they believed seniors deemed interactions with drivers as the most important aspect of the program, while 44 percent of seniors indicated that they valued the nutritional value of meals the most.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Id.] 

The HDM Concept Paper was meant to help the HDM program overall, but to also set the expectations and guidelines for senior center providers who planned to submit Request for Proposal (RFP) applications to receive and continue DFTA contracts for HDM services.
New RFP and Funding 
Over the past year, DFTA has rebid its HDM program, soliciting applications for new and existing HDM provider contracts. The RFP application deadline was extended from March to June 2020 due to COVID-19 and the release of four clarifying addenda. Winners of new contracts were announced in October 2020; the three-year term of contract begins on January 1, 2021.[footnoteRef:33]  [33:  From NYC Council Department of Finance.] 

The goal of DFTA’s RFP was to issue contracts that would make overall food system improvements, such as quality, culturally competent food, new technology for collecting contributions from seniors, and improving overall system efficiencies.[footnoteRef:34] Stakeholders raised concerns that the RFP did not include additional reimbursements for Kosher meals (as the current HDM contracts do), cost escalators for rising fixed, and staff costs, weekend meals, or holiday meals.[footnoteRef:35]  [34:  DFTA’s 2020 Home Delivered Meals Request for Proposal, on file with NYC Council Department of Finance.]  [35:  NYC Council Finance conversations with NYC Senior Service Providers.] 

The RFP stated that $40.7 million in funding would be available to providers, but that total funding could increase after the release of the RFP.[footnoteRef:36] The Fiscal 2021 Adopted Budget for HDM contracts is $41.8 million and may be adjusted in the November 2020 Financial Plan to recognize new spending or cost shifts.[footnoteRef:37] The RFP established 22 catchment areas based on Community Districts, with the opportunity for proposals to include subcontractors, for example to serve a culturally specific population within the catchment area.[footnoteRef:38]  [36:  DFTA’s 2020 Home Delivered Meals Request for Proposal, on file with NYC Council Department of Finance.]  [37:  Id.]  [38:  Id.] 

The HDM RFP set the reimbursement rate for each meal unit provided at $9.58, meaning providers will be reimbursed at that rate per meal provided.[footnoteRef:39] The unit rate builds in the cost of food sourcing, preparation, delivery, and staff.[footnoteRef:40] The Council’s Fiscal 2021 Response to the Preliminary Budget called on the Administration to adequately fund the enhanced need for senior services such as meals, noting that the City’s $9.58 reimbursement rate for senior meals is 20 percent below the national urban HDM average of $11.78 per meal.[footnoteRef:41] Providers have reported that this reimbursement gap in existing contracts forces them to run deficits ranging from $40,000 to $100,000 per year in order to meet the full need in their communities.[footnoteRef:42] As reported by NYN First Read, “NYC doesn’t cover full cost of delivering meals to seniors, providers say.”[footnoteRef:43] [39:  Id.]  [40:  Id.]  [41:  NYC Council’s Fiscal 2021 Preliminary Budget Response.]  [42:  Kay Dervishi, NYC doesn’t cover full cost of delivering meals to seniors, providers say, NYN First Read, Mar. 2, 2020, available at https://nynmedia.com/content/nyc-doesnt-cover-full-cost-delivering-meals-seniors-providers-say.]  [43:  Id.] 

The cost to increase rates to the national urban HDM average, increase support for weekend and holiday meals, and serve additional demand stemming from COVID-19 is estimated at $17.7 million in Fiscal 2021 and in the outyears, which would bring the scale of the program closer to $60 million.[footnoteRef:44]  [44:  NYC Council’s Fiscal 2021 Preliminary Budget Response.] 




Fiscal 2020 Mayor’s Management Report Data

DFTA contracts with around 23 non-profit providers to deliver approximately 18,000 meals each weekday to seniors throughout the City.[footnoteRef:45] In Fiscal 2020, according to the Mayor’s Management Report (MMR), approximately 4.66 million home delivered meals were served, a slight increase compared to Fiscal 2019.[footnoteRef:46] This exceeds the MMR target of 4.39 million meals by around 270,000 meals, indicating the growth of the program. Meals were served to a total of 31,023 homebound older New Yorkers in Fiscal 2020, 15 percent more than during the same period in Fiscal 2019.[footnoteRef:47] DFTA allowed its HDM programs to exceed their current contracted capacity, using approximately $20 million in unallocated federal stimulus funding across Fiscal 2020 and 2021.[footnoteRef:48] However, this increase is not included in the baseline amount of the new contracts for HDMs that will commence in Fiscal 2022,[footnoteRef:49] despite the increase in senior meal need due to the COVID-19 pandemic.  [45:  Home Delivered Meals Concept Paper, NYC Department for the Aging, Oct. 28, 2019, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/dfta/downloads/pdf/community/HDMConceptPaper.pdf.]  [46:  Mayors Management Report, NYC Gov, DFTA, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2020/dfta.pdf.]  [47:  Id.]  [48:  Id.]  [49:  Id.] 

When combining the nine-month period of congregate meals, Grab and Go meals, and meals delivered to congregate clients at home by both DFTA and GetFood NYC contractors, the total number of Fiscal 2020 meals increased by six percent over the prior year, to 7.6 million meals.[footnoteRef:50] When including home delivered meals, the Fiscal 2020 total increases to 12.3 million meals, an increase of five percent over last year.[footnoteRef:51] [50:  Id.]  [51:  Id.] 

The above trends and reporting indicate that not only is DFTA’s HDM program heavily utilized by tens of thousands of New York City seniors, but also that the program continues to face rapid growth. Between fiscal year (FY) 2019 and FY 2020 alone, the HDM program served over 100,000 meals more than the previous fiscal year.[footnoteRef:52] As the city’s senior population continues growing and seniors continue to experience more food insecurity, DFTA’s HDM program will thus prove more vital than ever in providing the city’s food insecure seniors with meals. The COVID-19 pandemic is a comparatively short-term, emergency crisis that only highlights seniors’ food needs and DFTA’s necessary role in this area. It has provided a much-needed reality check for the city and the agency in identifying and acknowledging senior food insecurity. [52:  Mayors Management Report, DFTA, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2020/dfta.pdf.] 

Going forward, the agency will need to consider how to properly fund and expand the HDM program to meet this rising need, while also making the program sustainable for non-profit senior service providers. DFTA will also need to envision the future of the program, including what kinds of culturally competent foods should be accounted for and included, how to cull the current waiting list to get onto the program, and how to expand the program, generally, to those seniors who may not be connected to the system, but who are nonetheless food insecure older adults in need of a hot, home delivered meal.   
CONCLUSION

 At this hearing, the Committee thus aims to examine the past, present, and future of DFTA’s meal programs. The Committee seeks to assess the effectiveness these programs, especially the HDM program, and to explore ways they can be improved and eventually expanded. The Committee would additionally like to hear from DFTA about how the decisions were made in March 2020 to transition from congregate meals to DFTA Direct and then to GetFood, including how vendors were selected and how communications with senior service providers operated. Finally, the Committee aims to learn the process by which DFTA selected vendors to award the 2020 HDM RFPs to, what the future of the GetFood program will be, and what providers should expect for future congregate or grab-and-go meals and HDMs as the COVID-19 pandemic continues.



















Res. No. 112
 
Resolution calling upon the Department for the Aging to ensure that halal meals are available as part of the home delivered meals program.
 
By Council Members Ulrich, Brannan and Deutsch

Whereas, The federal government provides local agencies on aging with funding for nutritional programs for seniors through the Older Americans Act; and
Whereas, The New York City Department for the Aging (DFTA) contracts with non-profit organizations to operate nutrition programs offering seniors home delivered meals; and
Whereas, In 2017, DFTA contractors delivered approximately 4.5 million meals to seniors throughout the City, serving approximately 26,000 homebound seniors each day; and
Whereas, According to DFTA, a number of home delivered meal providers offer specialized meals such as kosher meals and culturally relevant meals to those identifying as Chinese, Polish, and Korean; and
Whereas, It is estimated that between 600,000 and one million Muslims live in New York City; and
Whereas, Observant Muslims adhere to a halal diet, consuming only approved foods that have been prepared in accordance with Islamic law; and
Whereas, Currently, none of the contractors currently participating in DFTA's home delivered meal program offer halal meals; and
Whereas, Free home delivered meals can help prevent disease, reduce the effects of chronic illnesses, promote socialization, and keep low-income seniors from going hungry; and
Whereas, Offering culturally and religiously appropriate meals allows more seniors in the City's increasingly diverse aging population to benefit from the home delivered meals program; and
Whereas, Many Muslim seniors would go hungry rather than go against their religious beliefs by eating non-halal meals; now, therefore, be it
Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York calls upon the Department for the Aging to ensure that halal meals are available as part of the home delivered meals program.
  
KET/ER
12/22/17
LS 1233/Res. 262-2014
LS 668
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