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I.  INTRODUCTION

On October 23, 2018, the Committee on Aging, chaired by Council Member Margaret Chin, will hold an oversight hearing on repairs and upgrades at New York City senior centers. The Committee has invited representatives from the New York City Department for the Aging (DFTA), and various advocates, stakeholders, and the public to testify. 
II.  BACKGROUND

Senior Center Repairs
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, 16 innovative senior centers, and 29 sites affiliated with senior centers.
 Senior centers provide essential services to older adults including meals, activities, health management resources, educational programing, and socialization.

Recent reports show that many senior centers are in need of repairs and upgrades. A 2016-17 Comptroller Scott Stringer audit of DFTA’s monitoring of 30 contracted senior centers, for example, found that 27 of the senior centers visited had one or more conditions that raised safety, health, and maintenance related concerns. The audit tested 21 problem areas, including no evidence of fire inspection, lack of current Department of Health and Mental Hygiene permit, lack of handicap accessibility, and lack of heat at the center, among others.
 90% of the centers tested displayed issues in these problem areas, with nearly one third of centers having five or more violations.
 With regard to infrastructure, some identified problems included unstable stairs and handrails, water damage, peeling paint, and obstructed exits and emergency doors.
 Additionally, between October 5, 2016 and November 1, 2016, Comptroller Scott Stringer’s office visited 10 senior centers and found that many had deficiencies related to no heat, leaks, and cracks and peeling paint on walls and ceilings.
 While there have been recent upgrades to some senior centers,
 many senior centers have not been upgraded in decades.
 For example, according to a September 2018 Wall Street Journal article, a senior center in Fulton Houses has not been renovated since 1965.
 
In addition to the repairs, some senior centers lack adequate air conditioning. During summer heatwaves, New York City senior centers serve as cooling centers that provide people relief from the heat,
 however it was reported that some senior centers do not have adequate air conditioners. For example, according to a July 2018 Patch news article, a senior center in the New York City Housing Authority’s Brevoort had a broken air conditioner for almost a year.
 The lack of air conditioning in some senior centers poses a great risk to seniors, as heat is the leading weather related death in America,
 and individuals age 65 and older are at the greatest risk for heat-related illnesses.
 
Technological Upgrades


Studies have shown that technological training builds connections and confidence for older adults.
 Thus, in addition to physical and capital repairs, many senior centers will require funding for technological upgrades. These technological upgrades come in many forms—updating systems, equipping senior centers with functional internet, acquiring functional television screens and monitors, and updating, if not equipping, senior centers with computers. The latter upgrade is particularly important as many senior centers offer free computer classes and use of computers to their members.
 These classes and computers are used not only to build technological skills, but to communicate with loved ones, keep in touch with world news, apply to jobs, and update resumes, among other things. In many cases, the computers available at a senior center may be the only access a senior has to one.
Further, as seniors become more technologically literate, more senior centers will likely need to expand the forms of technology available to its members. One senior-oriented technological center , the Senior Planet Exploration Center, for example, not only connects seniors to computers, but to other technology and social media as well—such as iPads, a variety of mobile devices, Skype stations, and a Wii console.
 This center works with the organization Older Adults Technology Services (OATS) in order to bring technology training to senior communities and has proven very popular. 

Some senior centers already offer such technological services. One senior center in the Bronx, for instance, has an RSS Technology Center, which helps seniors with specific problems on their computers, smartphones, or iPads and helps them learn technology from scratch. This center offers a number of computer classes in partnership with OATS. 
In order to best serve seniors across the city and connect them better to the digital world, many NYC senior centers may require technology upgrades, including the purchasing of new and emerging technologies.
Accessibility Issues

 DFTA has contracts with nearly 250 senior centers to provide their services to the elderly; these centers are located in City-owned buildings, City-leased buildings, New York City Housing Authority buildings, sponsor-owned buildings, and sponsor-leased buildings. Per the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), state and local governments, businesses and non-profit organizations must ensure that services, programs and activities, when viewed in their entirety, are accessible to people with disabilities.
 Title II of the ADA in particular relates to accessibility of public accommodations, which includes places of lodging, establishments serving food or drink, places of exhibition or entertainment, and places of public gathering, among other categories.
 As such, all senior centers are required to be compliant with ADA guidelines.


The ADA requires all buildings created after its passage in 1992 and any alterations to older buildings to comport to ADA requirements.
 There are a variety of actions that organizations maintaining public accommodations, such as senior centers, can and must take to ensure their building remains in compliance. For example, businesses and non-profit organizations that serve the public must remove architectural barriers when it is “readily achievable” to do so; make sure there is at least one entrance that does not require the use of stairs; ensure that if parking is provided for the public, there are a number of accessible spaces, one of which should be van accessible; have ramps that are at least 36 inches wide and stable, firm, and slip resistant, if they have a ramp at all; and have a handrail to accompany any such ramp.


The last Comptroller’s audit report that fully assessed DFTA senior centers for ADA compliance was in June 2002. At the time, the Comptroller visited 39 centers and found that DFTA had categorized only 10 as being ADA compliant.
 Although no report since has specifically evaluated DFTA senior centers for adherence to the ADA, recent Comptroller’s reports still flag senior centers that have accessibility issues. In the 2017 DFTA audit, for example, the Comptroller found at least 13 senior centers that had safety issues. These issues included: no emergency or exit sign lights, emergency and exit doors blocked, inadequate maintenance of stairs and handrails, and not handicap accessible.
 Many of these safety issues, including the latter two, violate the ADA.

While looking at senior center repair and upgrade needs, then, it is paramount to assess ADA compliance in senior centers at the same time, including how many are or are not compliant, how the accessibility issues can be addressed, and any funding needs to bring centers into such compliance.
DFTA’s Monitoring of Senior Centers

In 2016, DFTA employed 16 program officers that were required to complete one announced and one unannounced  visit annually to senior centers.
 According to DFTA, program officers usually learn about required emergency repairs through email and phone communications with senior center providers.
 Additionally, DFTA administers surveys to senior center providers to self-identify site deficiencies and required upgrades.
 DFTA also receives complaints through the City’s 311 hotline and directly from its website.

Despite these complaint mechanisms, a 2016-2017 Comptroller audit found that DFTA’s monitoring of its contracted senior centers needs improvement.
 According to the audit, DFTA does not have an effective complaint tracking system that could help it ensure that program officers are completing proper and consistent oversight of senior centers.
 Additionally, DFTA does not have standards to guide its program officers on when, where, and how they should help senior centers improve their conditions and operations upon receiving complaints.
 Because of the ineffective management of complaints submitted to DFTA, many complaints go unaddressed for years. For example, of the six senior centers that were previously audited in 2011-12 by the Comptroller’s Office, five of them had the same deficiencies during the 2016-17 audit.

III.  CAPITAL BUDGET FOR REPAIRS AND UPGRADES
FISCAL 2019-2022 DFTA-Related Capital Projects
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In the Fiscal Year 2019-2022 Adopted Capital Plan, DFTA has 82 projects totaling $61.9 million—an increase of $9.9 million from the Fiscal Year 2019-2022 Executive Capital Plan. Of these, there are 32 City projects and 50 Non-City projects. City capital projects are properties and/or equipment that will be owned by the City, have a useful life of 5 years or more, and a minimum cost of $35,000. Non-City capital projects, on the other hand, are properties and/or equipment that will be owned by a non-city group, such as a registered 501(c)(3) non-profit.

Although the 82 projects are associated with DFTA, the managing agency for such projects are often a city agency other than DFTA. The chart above shows that the Department of Design and Construction (DDC) and the Economic Development Corporation (EDC) together manage a majority of DFTA-related Aging projects. These include construction projects that DFTA cannot handle under relevant provisions of the City Charter. In general, some providers have indicated that the capital process is slow and cumbersome, citing the complicated procedure to generate a Certificate to Proceed from the Mayor’s Office of Management and Budget.
As many of these Aging projects are scattered among different agencies, it is important to gain clarity about how these projects are being managed, how these different agencies work together on any overlapping projects, what role DFTA plays in this process, what the criteria for application for funds are, and how providers apply to receive such funds and enhancements.
IV. ISSUES AND CONCERNS

When DFTA created its model budget for senior centers earlier in 2018, it did so by specifically taking capital repairs and needs out of the equation. The model budget process eventually provided senior centers with funds to enhance programming and staff needs; the centers were left to apply for infrastructural repairs and upgrades through a separate process. 

This repair and upgrade process remains unclear. Advocates and providers have stated that the capital process is confusing and slow, with little available information about the procedure to apply, what requests DFTA prioritizes and why, and how these capital projects are managed between different agencies. The lack of procedural transparency makes it difficult for senior centers to repair and upgrade their facilities in a manner that best serves their senior populations.
V. CONCLUSION


To this end, the Committee seeks to gain more data and clarity about DFTA’s capital repair and upgrades process, including who providers apply to for funding, how providers apply for funding, and the timeline for receiving the funding. The Committee also seeks to better understand better how DFTA manages its capital projects portfolio, what DFTA’s priorities are with regard to capital projects, how projects are inspected and maintained after funding is released, and what interagency coordination, if any, exists for capital projects that fall within DFTA’s purview, but are in the project portfolio of another agency. Ultimately, the goal of this hearing is to better understand what obstacles senior centers face when upgrading and repairing their facilities, what repair and upgrade needs these centers are facing, and how to make the capital projects process easier for such providers.
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