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Thank you, Chairperson Chin and members of the New York City Council Committee on Aging for being proactive 
in finding new and innovative ways to serve our city’s aging population. My name is Janet Fischer and I am the Chief 
Administrator of Senior Services at Henry Street Settlement. On behalf of our comprehensive Senior Services 
programs, I am pleased to provide testimony in support of increased funding to address the myriad needs of the 
thousands of older adults we serve each year. I do so in partnership and solidarity with the nonprofit organizations 
providing vital senior services across the five boroughs. 
 
As you know, New York City is home to more than 1.5 million adults over the age of sixty. While we are fortunate 
that our family members and loved ones are living longer lives, it’s imperative that older adults have access to a quality 
of life that affords dignity and appreciation for the decades of contributions they’ve made to our communities. Senior 
centers and home-delivery meal programs have been critical in providing nutrition, health, wellness, and socialization 
programs, especially to low-income and disabled seniors who otherwise would not have access to essential services. 
The City has been responsive to the needs of organizations serving our seniors; however new challenges continue to 
emerge, and we ask for your partnership once again. 
 
As a settlement house, Henry Street has a 125-year history of responding to the needs of our community through 
programs that are place-based, participant-inclusive, and designed to meet the full spectrum of human needs, all while 
evolving to effectively serve changing community priorities. Henry Street’s Senior Services division is comprised of 
the Henry Street Settlement Senior Center (formerly Good Companions Senior Center); NORC-Vladeck Cares, our 
Naturally Occurring Retirement Community; our Meals-on -Wheels program; and the Senior Companions Program. 
Combined, these programs successfully serve over 3,000 seniors who span a broad range of ages (early 60’s to 100+), 
speak a variety of languages (Spanish, multiple dialects of Chinese, Russian, and English), and have a broad range of 
abilities and mobility. At Henry Street, we are committed to providing our senior clients with the resources and 
support that will enable them to live in their own homes safely and with dignity. We work hard to ensure that our 
programs remain inclusive, culturally-competent, and stigma-free. Our six-day weekly congregate meal programs 
provide lunch and dinner Monday through Friday, a light breakfast and mid-day dinner each Sunday, and a take-home 
dinner to be enjoyed on Saturday. We continue to experience an increased demand for our congregate meals offerings 
at the center. Over the past year alone we served nearly 47,000 congregate meals. Additionally, Henry Street 
Settlement provides approximately 470,000 meals to homebound seniors through Meals on Wheels. It is important 
that we provide the greatest number of choices possible to reflect their ethnic and religious diversity, as well as their 
special dietary needs. We offer two home-delivered meals on Thursdays and Fridays, giving seniors access to quality 
meals seven days a week. On long holiday weekends we also provide “Holiday Boxes” that contain a three-day supply 
of non-perishable food. For seniors considered to be at an increased nutritional risk due to limited financial means 
and a lack of formal home health aide services, we offer an additional dinner. 
 
We thank City Council for acknowledging that senior centers require additional funding to meet the needs of such a 
large, growing, and increasingly diverse older adult population. There is something wrong when the Department for 



the Aging annual budget is just half of 1% of the NYC annual budget. We are deeply grateful that we have advocates 
in the City Council who made it a priority to baseline $10 million in “Model Senior Center” funding in Fiscal Year 
2018. These resources have allowed organizations such as Henry Street Settlement to add valuable programs such as: 
evidence-based health and fitness instruction, arts and cultural enrichment, and computer classes. This first $10 
million was targeted by the City to Senior Center programming; however we also have a growing need for a robust 
case assistance program, as our lone bilingual Social Worker cannot meet the current multi-lingual demand for 
services. For this reason, we request that the second $10 million in Model Senior Center funding be moved up to the 
Fiscal Year 2019 NYC budget.  
 
Despite our successes, our organization struggles to keep up with growing demand. As more seniors participate in our 
programs, our staffing must continue to grow. We at Henry Street Settlement believe that anyone who is willing to 
work should be entitled to a living wage, yet we struggle to offer salaries just above the minimum wage. Furthermore, 
the cost of food continues to rise, yet we remain dedicated to providing healthy and nutritious meals. New York City 
is one of the more expensive places to live and work in the country, yet senior meals are funded at 20% below the 
national average. Contract agencies should not have to fund service-related expenses out of their own pockets. 
Kitchen and delivery staff salaries, as well as rising food costs, were not addressed in the Model Senior Center process. 
We request that funds be added to provide a living wage for congregate and home-delivered meals line workers, and 
to cover the increasing cost of food. Moreover, we ask that the contributions senior center members make to their 
programs be removed from NYC DFTA budgets and those budgets be made whole. There is currently discussion to 
pull contributions from meals contracts to provide a “free lunch,” but this would mean the federal mandate would not 
be met and a gap between budgeted income and expenses would be created that would lead to cuts in staffing and 
services. NYC contracts should cover the full expense of the cost of their services and participant contributions 
should only be used to enhance the services and activities provided for those participants. Furthermore, Henry 
Street’s Naturally Occurring Retirement Community (NORC), Vladeck Cares, which directly serves hundreds of older 
adults each year through a range of multi-lingual case management, social work, and health management services, is in 
critical need of increased funding for nursing services. NORC programs are mandated to provide nursing to seniors, 
yet there remains little funding to support these vitally important health care services that are so needed by many of 
our clients. With drastically reduced in-kind nursing hours available to our vulnerable older adult clients from health 
organizations, we fear that many health problems and issues will continue to go unaddressed. 
 
As New York City looks to finalize its Fiscal Year 2019 budget, we respectfully request an additional $10 million to be 
included in the administration’s budget, rather than waiting three years for Fiscal Year 2021. The funds are needed 
now, to help organizations, including Henry Street, to enhance our ability to offer the best possible programs and 
services for the diverse, and growing, group of older adults in our communities. We also request that there be a 
greater transparency around the model budget process, and that the model budget address excluded categories such as 
food costs and staffing, OTPS, etc. Indeed, we urge for greater flexibility in model budget dollars, particularly with 
regards to kitchen staff and food-related costs, so that our program expenses can be fully covered. In the coming year, 
Henry Street is hoping to build on our meals program; to increase our capacity to offer multi-lingual nursing, case 
management, health and wellness programs, and social activities; and to provide more community trips for older 
adults, all while offering competitive salaries to those who dedicate themselves to providing these services. We also 
ask that City Council initiatives serving seniors (including NORCs, the Geriatric Mental Health Initiative, Healthy 
Aging, and Support our Seniors ) remain intact or enhanced and are not subjected to cuts. Support our Seniors, in 
particular, provides essential additional City funds to our senior center’s DFTA contract, allowing us to provide 
activities and services that would not be possible otherwise.  
 
Thank you, once again, for providing an opportunity for organizations to both share our successes with you and voice 
our concerns about the funding challenges that make it difficult to improve the programs and services we offer for 
our growing aging population. Older adults across the City rely on these programs to remain healthy, active, stably 
housed, and engaged with their community; without them, their options for receiving appropriate care would be 
greatly diminished.  Henry Street Settlement is happy to be a resource to the City Council as policy and budget 
decisions are made with regards to these issues, and we look forward to working with you for many years to come. If 
you have questions about this testimony, I can be reached at 212-477-0455 x 1110, or JFischer@henrystreet.org. 



 
 

Testimony to the City Aging Committee, June 21, 2018 

Good afternoon. My name is Karen Taylor, and I am the Program Director for the Weinberg Center for Balanced Living, 

an actively-growing senior center on the Lower East Side. When I joined the Center staff in 2014, there were 800 

members, with about 10% attending on a monthly basis.  Today, just four years later, our membership is over 4,800, 

with nearly 20% attending each month.  

With support from this Committee, and strong advocacy on the part of our agency, the Weinberg Center was able to add 

an additional staff person to our department last year. This brought our total number of DFTA full-time staff to four.  

And while we do have instructors who come in to teach a class or two each week, the ratio of staff to members still feels 

very overwhelming. 

When DFTA announced its intention to create a “model budget” for senior centers, I was thrilled and hopeful.  My 

dream was to add a full-time case worker to help reduce the load on our full-time social worker and on the case workers 

I borrow from another program. If the money wasn’t quite that much, my Program Manager and I were hopeful that we 

might hire part-time office support to handle the 50-100 new members we gain monthly – not to mention the onerous 

data entry mandated by DFTA to maintain our monthly stats, instead of doing what so many of us in aging services are 

forced to do: take them home and work on them during evenings and weekends.  At the very least, I thought it could be 

an opportunity to add a part-time food handler to our staff, since one food handler serving 80 breakfasts and 150 

lunches is really overwhelming. 

When we did receive the funds, the amount allocated to our Center was less than we could pay even a half-time staff 

position at the State’s mandated minimum wage. And when I explored the possibility of allocating this funding for a 

part-time food handler, DFTA told me that none of the staff funding could go to kitchen staff or kitchen costs.  And to 

add insult to injury, the funds came in the third quarter of the fiscal year, with a request that we submit our plan for 

using the money within 10 days.   

There was no transparency in how the decisions were made, or how the money was allocated. There had been no 

previous notice that we could not use the funds for only certain staff positions.  And most importantly, the goal of this 

“right-sizing” funding was not met. Nearly all senior centers report a need for additional staffing, particularly to help 

provide case work services to seniors, and to reduce the mountain of paperwork required by DFTA each month to 

document our work.  Assuming that the funding my center received is an average amount, it could not even support a 

half-time minimum wage worker. 

I encourage the Aging Committee to demand better transparency from DFTA, including an explanation of how the 

funding amounts were determined, request greater flexibility in how the funds can be spent, and most importantly, to 

create a truly right-sizing model of senior center budgets. 

 Thank you. 
















