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INTRODUCTION
On June 21, 2018, the Committee on Aging, chaired by Council Member Margaret Chin, will hold an oversight hearing on Senior Center Model Budgets.  Representatives from the New York City Department for the Aging (DFTA), the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), senior center providers, advocates and other members of the public have been invited to testify.
BACKGROUND 
Citywide, senior centers funded by DFTA serve almost 30,000 individuals daily
 at nearly 250 sites.
 Moreover, DFTA contracts and oversees 230 neighborhood senior centers (NSCs), 16 innovative senior centers (ISCs), and 29 sites affiliated with senior centers.
 DFTA’s senior center contracts are based on “cost reimbursements.”
 Under this reimbursement model, DFTA reimburses providers for the cost of operating centers up to a maximum dollar amount set forth in the contract budget.
 DFTA’s senior center contracts generally set forth the same information and requirements, but there are a few differences. 
 For example, each contract specifies a different number of seniors the center expects to serve, different types and quantity of services provided, and different costs DFTA will provide for services.

While DFTA contracts with more than 100 nonprofit organizations to operate senior centers, DFTA has set forth minimum contractual requirements to help ensure that seniors have consistent services across all centers.
 For instance, DFTA requires that NSCs operate 250 days per year, serve a minimum of 60 meals per day, and have an average daily attendance of at least 75 participants each day. 
 Additionally, DFTA requires contracted senior centers to offer health promotional (HPR) activities, including physical health exercise, nutrition education activities, and health management.
 Notably, ISCs and DFTA’s affiliated senior center programs, have different expectations than NSCs. For example, DFTA’s senior social clubs, which operate in 14 New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) public housing units, 
  offer smaller programs than general senior centers, while ISCs are allowed to have flexible and extended hours of operation.

Senior Center Funding Disparities


Despite DFTA’s senior center contractual requirements, which help standardize some senior center services, DFTA does not appear to have a standard method for funding senior centers. A 2017 report released by Union Settlement, which operates four senior centers in East Harlem,
 shows that there was a funding disparity among DFTA’s 231 NSC contract budgets during Fiscal Year (FY) 2016.
 For example, Union Settlement’s Jefferson Senior Center was contracted to receive up to $413,841 during FY 2016, but Union Settlement’s Gaylord White Senior Center received almost half that amount of funding, although both centers were required to have 75 senior participants per day and provide almost the same number of services.
 

Beyond the funding disparities among Union Settlement senior centers, Union Settlement’s report showed that many senior centers across the city were not funded equitably.
 For example, in FY 2016, a senior center in Midwood, Brooklyn received $5.32 for each senior participant per day while a center in Jamaica, Queens received $50.31 for each senior participant per day.
 According to Union Settlement’s analysis, the number of seniors who attended senior centers explained just 25% of the differences in senior center funding, and there was not a recognizable justification for many of the funding disparities among senior centers.

Further, in FY 2016, DFTA served 7.6 million meals; however, there were significant discrepancies in how the agency funded these meals.
 In fact, as reported by Comptroller DiNapoli, 37 senior centers were provided between $3-6 per congregate meal, 108 were provided between $6-9 per congregate meal, 71 were provided between $9-12 per congregate meal, and 30 were funded for $12 or more per congregate meal.
 Research by Union Settlement revealed that while a senior center in Lower Manhattan received $3.54 per meal for seniors, a senior center in Borough Park, Brooklyn received $18.36 per meal.
 Moreover, Union Settlement’s analysis found that the amount of meals provided at senior centers explained just 49% of the differences in the amount of funding provided to pay for those meals.


Union Settlement’s analysis found that there were also funding disparities for provided HPR activities and assistance/information/benefits (AIB) activities. HPR activities include activities in physical education, nutrition education and health management, and AIB activities include helping seniors with their cases, providing them with information, and assisting them with applying for benefits.
 As reported by Union Settlement, a senior center in Williamsburg, Brooklyn received $0.11 for each HPR unit while a center in Morris Heights, Bronx received $51.16 for each HPR unit offered.
 Additionally, a senior center contract in Manhattan offered $5.57 per AIB unit, while another contract in the Bronx provided $1,767.71 per AIB unit.
 The number of AIB units offered accounted for 46% of the funding provided for AIB activities.

DFTA has acknowledged many different reasons for the funding disparities among senior centers. First, DFTA acquired jurisdiction over many senior centers that were previously managed by other city agencies, such as NYCHA, the Human Resources Administration, and the City Council.
  When DFTA acquired these centers, they did not have uniform funding mechanisms, and there was not a standardized funding mechanism even within each agency.
 Although these funding disparities have existed for decades, DFTA has yet to adjust the gaps.
 According to DFTA, quickly changing demographics and increases in the city’s senior population has made it challenging to plan and create support programs for seniors.
 
Senior Center Model Budget
Senior Center Funding

Recognizing the funding disparities among senior centers, the Council successfully negotiated with the Administration to add $10 million to the baseline budget to put toward senior centers for FY 2018.
 This additional funding helped increase DFTA’s Senior Centers and Meals program budget from the $182.7 million DFTA spent during FY 2017 to $199 million and was meant to address discrepancies between senior center funding by “right-sizing” senior center contracts through a model budgeting process.
 Since those negotiations, DFTA has made a commitment to add an additional $10 million in “right-sizing” funds, to be dispersed by FY 2021. Additionally, in FY 2018, the Council supported DFTA senior centers through discretionary Council funding. The model budget funding process thus operates simultaneous to the discretionary funds process, although the two are independent evaluations.
Creation of the Model Budget

In order to achieve parity in senior center budgets and promote equitable distribution of the new “right-sizing” funds, DFTA and OMB worked together to create a model budget for senior centers. According to DFTA, the two agencies first conducted an analysis of existing line-item budgets and spending patterns across DFTA’s portfolio of 249 senior centers.
 Per this review, the agencies identified leadership and programming, specifically health and education programming, as the two key characteristics that contribute to a successful senior center.
 As a result, the model budget was focused on ensuring that providers have adequate funding to support high quality direct staff and programming.
Although DFTA has not disclosed the exact formula used to create the model budget, it has given some insight into the methodology used for calculating new funding allocations. First, the network of 249 senior centers was divided into five groups based on Average Daily Participants; this was done to recognize that certain costs vary based on the size of the center.
 A very large center, for example, might need more staff to run its programming and facilities than a smaller center. On the other hand, running a senior center also incurs certain fixed costs and DFTA acknowledged that any model budget would need to account for these as well. Within these five groups, DFTA and OMB then compared funding patterns in existing budgets that supported the two identified key attributes of leadership and programming.
 The eventual result of this comparative analysis became the model budget; thus, the total model budget per site is based on a center’s average daily participation, accounting for certain fixed costs.

Assessing Senior Center Needs

After its creation, DFTA used the model budget to assess the needs for each senior center for FY 2018 and FY 2019.
 Senior centers were categorized into one of the aforementioned five groups based on the individual center’s Average Daily Participants, in order to account for that center’s fixed costs and relative staffing needs; that center’s current budget was then compared to the model budget figure for that group.
 Any disparity between the center’s current budget figure and the model budget figure indicated the needs of that center to reach parity in the areas of staff and programming. 
Model Budget Funding Allocations

In March 2018, DFTA notified senior centers about the funding amounts they would receive for FY 2018 and FY 2019 from the agency. Of the 249 senior centers, 26 centers were determined to be adequately funded and therefore did not qualify for additional funding through the model budget.
 The remaining 223 centers received additional model budget funds and no center lost funding through this process.
 As DFTA’s model budget funding allocations are meant to focus on programming and direct staff, the specific allocated funds were divided between an amount for Program Staff and another for Programming.
 Despite this focus, however, DFTA has stated that there is a certain amount of flexibility built into the funding; there will be some flexibility across line items, and centers will be able to identify their most critical needs and submit proposals to DFTA accordingly.
 Further, DFTA has said that senior centers can propose one-time needs for the FY 2018 allocation. 
Notably, rent, utilities, food, and funds for other than personal services (OTPS) were not included in this model budget.
 Rent and utilities are negotiated on a case by case basis, based on the process set out by DFTA last year, and will continue to be negotiated in this manner.
 Food, on the other hand, will undergo a separate analysis, which DFTA and OMB have said will be completed by December 2018. This second phase of the model budget will be focused on developing a plan for efficiencies in food procurement, preparation and delivery, and increasing quality and choice.
 
Issues and Concerns

While the model budget allocations have already been assigned for FY 2018 and 2019, the model budget process leaves further questions and raises concerns of methodology and implementation. One issue advocates have raised, for example, is that outreach for input on the model budget was only done one month before the model budget was released. It is concerning that advocates and senior centers were not given a reasonable opportunity to hear and provide feedback on the focus and implementation of the model budget. 
Second, DFTA and OMB have not shared the specific formula used to arrive at the model budget numbers. The Committee would be interested in learning not only the methodology used to create the model budget, but the specifics of the calculations as well. 
Finally, although DFTA has stated that the second phase of the model budget will address food and meals, the disparity in food reimbursement in senior centers, as discussed above, remains one of the most significant points of budget discrepancy. While it is important to thoughtfully and thoroughly analyze how to properly “right-size” senior centers with regards to food and meals, senior centers in the meantime are not receiving model budget funding to address disparities in meal coverage. As food and meals are a major driver of expense and vary greatly between providers, advocates and providers are concerned about this gap in funding that phase one of the model budget process left out. 
 
CONCLUSION

During this hearing, the Committee thus seeks to learn more about the process DFTA and OMB utilized to create the model budget, classify senior centers, and allocate funds. The Committee would also like to learn how that process will be changed, if at all, during phase two of the model budget.
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