


























































 

 

 

 

Testimony from Selfhelp Community Services, Inc. 

New York City Department for the Aging  

Hearing on the Model Senior Center Food Budget 

February 27, 2019 

 

 

My name is Katie Foley and I am the Director, Public Affairs at Selfhelp Community Services.  

 

Thank you to the Aging Committee Chair Margaret Chin and the members of the committee for the 

opportunity to testify on the model senior center food budget at NYC senior centers. 

  

Selfhelp was founded in 1936 to help those fleeing Nazi Germany maintain their independence and 

dignity as they struggled to forge new lives in America.  Today, Selfhelp has grown into one of the 

largest and most respected not‐for‐profit human service agencies in the New York metropolitan area, 

with 26 sites throughout Manhattan, Brooklyn, Queens, the Bronx, and Nassau County.  We provides a 

broad set of services to more than 20,000 elderly, frail, and vulnerable New Yorkers each year, while 

remaining the largest provider of comprehensive services to Holocaust survivors in North America. 

Selfhelp offers a complete network of community‐based home care, social service, and senior housing 

programs with the overarching goal of helping clients to live with dignity and independence and avoid 

institutional care. 

 

Our services are extensive and include: specialized programs for Holocaust Survivors; ten affordable 

senior housing complexes; four Naturally Occurring Retirement Community (NORC) programs; three 

intensive case management programs; five senior centers; home health care; client centered technology 

programs including the Virtual Senior Center; court‐appointed guardianship; the Selfhelp Alzheimer’s 

Resource Program (SHARP); and New York Connects, which provides seniors and people with 

disabilities with the information and support they need to remain living independently in their own 

homes. 

 

Selfhelp operates five senior centers throughout Queens, including one of the City’s first innovative 

senior centers. Together, our centers have over 10,000 members and we serve over 200,000 meals each 

year. We strongly believe in the role that senior centers play in providing high quality nutritious meals, 

engaging activities, and health and wellness programming.  

 

We are grateful for the Council’s long standing and ongoing support for senior centers and for always 

emphasizing the needs of older adults in policy decisions and budget allocations. In today’s testimony, I 

will focus on our priorities on meals at Selfhelp’s five New York City senior centers.  

 

 

Model Budget 

Selfhelp Community Services, Inc. 
520 Eighth Avenue 

New York, New York 10018 

212.971.7600 

www.selfhelp.net 



 

We commend the Department for the Aging (DFTA), Office of Management and Budget, and the City 

Council for the ongoing commitment to senior centers since the beginning of the model budget process. 

Funding for the City’s senior centers is a critical step to stabilizing one of the core programs that 

supports older New Yorkers, including many immigrant seniors. 

 

Selfhelp is requesting that the remaining $10 million that has been committed to the model budget 

process be allocated this year, instead of FY21. Allocating the remaining funding will have a very 

positive impact on the operations of our programs, and is critical before the next RFP for senior centers 

to be released in calendar year 2020.  

 

We remain concerned that other costs beyond salaries were not included in the model budget process, in 

particular for food, which is a significant cost for senior centers. We hope that the allocations in the 

subsequent years will focus on food, rent, OTPS, and other associated costs.  

 

We know that there continues to be a need for accessible and nutritious meals for older adults in all 

boroughs. We serve over 200,000 meals each year at our five senior centers and request for additional 

funding. We request $20 million in additional funding to increase funding for the reimbursement rate for 

meals (which is currently 20% below the national average), adequately fund staffing, and address the 

unfunded costs of running senior center kitchens so that seniors can eat nutritious, culturally competent 

meals. This funding is particularly important for culturally‐competent meals, such as the kosher meals 

provided at our Austin Street Senior Center in Forest Hills. Since these meals are catered, we have less 

flexibility preparing the kosher meals, and rising food costs were not included in the model budget 

process.  

 

Overall, we are appreciative of past investment in senior center staffing through the model budget 

process. The investment helped address an ongoing issue related to salary parity that had been a 

challenge for Selfhelp since the case management salaries were raised. We hope that additional 

investments in the next few years will move us toward the goal of ‘right‐sizing’ staffing resources within 

all DFTA‐funded programs, including NORCs. Our four NORC programs serve more than 1,300 people. 

It is difficult to recruit and retain highly trained staff without salary parity across all DFTA‐funded 

programs.  

 

Budgeting 

Selfhelp appreciates DFTA’s partnership regarding the realities of budgeting constraints when facing 

unplanned expenses and repairs. Our staff budgets for planned expenses, such as rent, and staffing and 

food costs. However, when an unexpected cost arises, such as when equipment breaks or there is 

damage to the building, we often face a challenge in covering the costs in a timely manner. 

 

Our contract with DFTA allows us to budget for standard expenses, as well as income expected to be 

brought in through voluntary contributions from members to cover additional expenses. In order to raise 

necessary funds to cover unplanned and unexpected expenses, each center conducts fundraising 

campaigns. When a senior center faces an unexpected, unbudgeted need, such as a broken refrigerator, it 

is often the center’s responsibility to pay for the repairs out of accruals or fundraising.  However, some 



 

of the budget line items are restricted in use and some accruals are not fungible. This rigidity makes it a 

challenge to fund the most pressings needs when they arise.  

 

As such, we support the creation and expansion of a fund to be allocated by DFTA to assist senior 

centers with small capital repairs and upgrades, including new ovens and repairs to ventilation and air 

conditioning systems. This fund would allow senior centers the flexibility they need to make unplanned 

small repairs and upgrades throughout as needed and with appropriate oversight by DFTA. 

 

Conclusion 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today. On behalf of the 20,000 clients we serve, I am grateful for 

the Council’s support on so many important programs.  



 
 

Testimony of Stanley M. Isaacs Neighborhood Center 

Gregory J. Morris, Executive Director 
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I’d like to thank Chair Margaret Chin for her leadership and the opportunity to provide testimony. I’m Gregory 

J. Morris, President and Executive Director of the Stanley M. Isaacs Neighborhood Center, a multi-service non-

profit organization embedded within two public housing developments in upper Manhattan.  

Isaacs Center provides access to critical programs and social services to residents and community members year-

round, through our Senior Center, Naturally Occurring Retirement Community (NORC), and Meals on Wheels 

program, operating at the Isaacs/Holmes New York City Housing Authority developments in upper Manhattan.  

As a provider of services to older adults for nearly 60 years, we have a unique understanding of the growing 

challenges and changing needs of this population, and recognize that older adults living in public housing 

experience these challenges much more acutely. Those we serve are more vulnerable to falls/accidents, 

experience ongoing food and financial insecurity, and suffer from higher rates of chronic illnesses.   

It is widely known that senior centers and community based organizations embedded within NYCHA 

developments, like Isaacs Center, are funded approximately at 80 cents for every dollar spent, through their 

human services contracts. Organizations like ours are routinely forced to make difficult decisions between 

waiting for government to make necessary investments that directly impact our ability to provide safety net 

services to our constituency, and allocating dollars from other areas of the organization where we can, thereby 

negatively impacting our overall fiscal health and sustainability.  

While the infusion of $10 million in Model Budget funding into the aging services sector is a promising 

first step, it does not nearly achieve the Administration’s stated purpose of funds – to “right-size” the 

operational budgets of senior centers/programs across the City. Notably, the Isaacs Center’s portion of 

that $10 million was approximately $36,000 for the first fiscal year of the model budget implementation. 

As noted in the Council’s Finance Division FY ’19 Preliminary Budget briefing paper1, “…The Fiscal 2018 

Adopted Budget included $10 million to help senior centers better cover costs and begin to standardize funding 

to ensure adequate and equitable staffing and programming across all providers. The $10 million was viewed 

as an important first step towards the achieving these important goals, and OMB has expressed that right-sizing 

is best viewed as a three-year, phased-in project that by full implementation in Fiscal 2021 will rise to a total 

baselined investment of $20 million…”  

We appreciate the Administration’s efforts to now infuse additional funding for food costs that were originally 

not included, but believe that a projected total baselined investment of $20 million will barely scratch the surface 

of need throughout the sector. Additionally, given the Department for the Aging’s (DFTA) intention to issue 

RFPs in the upcoming year for senior centers and home delivered meals contracts, it is imperative that their 

content aligns with the stated purpose of model budget funding – to “right-size” the system.  

                                                           
1 https://council.nyc.gov/budget/wp-content/uploads/sites/54/2018/03/FY19-Department-for-the-Aging.pdf  

https://council.nyc.gov/budget/wp-content/uploads/sites/54/2018/03/FY19-Department-for-the-Aging.pdf


Isaacs Center is a pioneer for the City’s Meals on Wheels (MOW) program that provides nutritious meals to over 

1,000 homebound seniors every day - many of whom reside in public housing - and is an essential component 

of assuring food security and health for our most vulnerable.  Costs for these programs do not simply include 

the preparation of the meal itself. MOW programs rely on drivers and deliverers, who are rarely compensated at 

higher than minimum wage to serve as a lifeline for our homebound elderly. Additional costs include food 

storage and equipment, as well as trainings and personnel to conduct recruitment and outreach, ensuring that 

programs are not underutilized by eligible older adults. It is significant to note that the Model Food Budget 

process did not address several key costs including salaries of kitchen staff, rising food prices, and additional 

expenses for therapeutic meals aligned with individual medical needs of older adults.  

To that end, we offer two key recommendations in this budget cycle.  

1. Hold the Administration accountable for staying true to the designated purpose of funds. If the 

intent of model budget funding is to “right-size” the system, $20 million is simply not enough to 

cover the meal and social service costs across the sector, in support of high quality services to 

older adults. Engage and partner with nonprofit leaders to undergo a citywide analysis to 

determine the true cost of providing meals, as well as comprehensive case management and 

programming, with the intention of using the analysis to fully fund these services in the FY ’20 

Adopted Budget for DFTA.   

 

2. Require DFTA to design their upcoming Home Delivered Meals and Senior Center RFPs such 

that they both include additional points for those organizations which have significant community 

experience in the delivery of service to older adults and to those who partner strategically with 

others to create cost efficiencies in the system.  

 

We look forward to working with Members of the Committee on Aging, as well as leadership at DFTA, to ensure 

that the sector’s ability to provide quality meals and case management services for our City’s most vulnerable 

are not compromised in this upcoming fiscal year and beyond. Thank you for the opportunity to provide 

testimony for the record.  
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Civil and Human Rights, and Consumer Affairs and Business Licensing 

February 27, 2019 

 

 Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony regarding the critically important 

issue of “Marijuana Legalization: Equity and Justice for NYC.” The Kings County District 

Attorney’s Office is committed to righting the injustices created by decades of discriminatory 

enforcement of marijuana laws.  

As this City Council knows, marijuana enforcement disproportionally affects 

communities of color in New York City, as it does throughout the country, even though rates of 

marijuana usage are similar among Black, Hispanic, and white individuals. Arrests and 

convictions for even low-level marijuana offenses create harmful collateral consequences, 

impairing an individual’s ability to gain or maintain employment, schooling, housing and other 

public assistance, and immigration status. These consequences are particularly draconian at a 

time when the federal government has exacted cruel policies against immigrants. 

Marijuana enforcement becomes even more indefensible when one considers that they 

have resulted in little—if any—demonstrable benefit to public safety, while imposing great costs 
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to the government. My Office estimates that each misdemeanor marijuana case we process costs 

approximately $2,000. Given the need to focus our scarce resource on crimes that harm public 

safety, this is an unsupportable expenditure.  

 This is why my Office has implemented policies of declining to prosecute low-level 

marijuana offenses and expunging past criminal convictions. In July 2014, the late Kings County 

District Attorney Kenneth Thompson announced that, under most circumstances, this Office will 

decline to prosecute the vast majority of marijuana possession cases. In DA Thompson’s memo 

to his staff, he stated that the goal of the policy was to ensure that: 

(1) the limited resources of this Office are allocated in a manner that most 

enhances public safety; and (2) individuals, especially young people of 

color, do not become unfairly burdened and stigmatized by involvement in 

the criminal justice system for engaging in non-violent conduct that poses 

no threat of harm to persons or property.   

  

 My Office remains wholly committed to these principles, and in May 2018, I expanded 

this policy to include declining to prosecute cases involving smoking in public. We continue to 

prosecute cases where the individual poses a threat to public safety or creates a genuine nuisance 

to the community, such as smoking marijuana in a moving vehicle or in a place and manner that 

exposes children to marijuana smoke. Since this policy change, the number of marijuana 

possession cases we prosecuted declined from 349 in January 2018 to five in October – a drop of 

98.5 percent.  

Furthermore, in an effort to correct the policies of the past, my Office launched our 

Marijuana Expungement Initiative, the first program of its kind in New York State, to erase past 

convictions and vacate outstanding warrants for misdemeanor marijuana possession offenses in 

Brooklyn.  The program, in partnership with the Legal Aid Society, Brooklyn Defender Services, 

Brooklyn Law School, and the Center on the Administration of Criminal Law at New York 
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University School of Law, allowed participants to meet with a defense lawyer at no cost and file 

a motion to erase their low-level marijuana convictions or to vacate an outstanding bench 

warrant. My Office consented to motions after review and asked a judge to vacate the past 

convictions. The program led to the expungement of 28 convictions, and the clearing of 1,422 

misdemeanor warrants and 3,146 summonses warrants.  

 The racial disparities that exist in marijuana enforcement, and the harm that such 

enforcement has brought to communities of color, is also why I support not just 

decriminalization, but also the legalization of recreational marijuana for adults over 21 years old 

in New York State. I am pleased that Governor Cuomo and state lawmakers are considering such 

legislation. However, the creation of an entirely new market will have significant impacts—both 

positive and negative—on the communities we serve, and therefore, marijuana legislation must 

be carefully debated and drafted with meaningful input from all stakeholders, including law 

enforcement.  

If recreational marijuana does indeed become legalized in New York, it is critical that the 

legislation includes corrective measures, such as expungement of past convictions for marijuana 

offenses and social equity programs that promote racial, ethnic, and gender diversity when 

issuing licenses. The state must ensure that communities disproportionately harmed in the past 

by unjust enforcement can participate in and benefit from the newly legalized market.  

I also urge lawmakers to impose civil rather than criminal penalties in most cases 

involving smoking in public places. Most jurisdictions that have legalized recreational marijuana 

impose civil fines for public consumption, with the exception of Colorado, Nevada, and 

Washington D.C., which impose criminal fines. None of these states arrest individuals for public 

consumption. I believe that criminal penalties should be imposed for public consumption only 
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where danger to public safety is demonstrated, such as smoking in a moving vehicle and in 

places with young children (e.g., inside daycare centers and schools). In these more serious 

cases, my Office would encourage diversion so that the individual is not saddled with a criminal 

record.  

Data shows that while the overall number of citations and arrests for marijuana offenses 

have steeply declined in states that have legalized recreational marijuana, racial disparities 

continue to exist in the number of citations issued for public consumption, as well as arrests for 

unlawful sale and possession in large quantities. So that we can better understand and prevent 

discriminatory enforcement, my Office will collect statistics regarding our continuing 

prosecutions for marijuana offenses, and I urge the city and state to mandate the same for all 

enforcement and regulatory agencies. 

Finally, I urge the state to earmark specific tax revenue towards scientific research 

regarding driving under the influence of marijuana. The lack of research in this area has created 

much confusion and debate nationwide about whether the legalization of marijuana has increased 

dangerous driving. As with alcohol, we must strive to better understand the correlation between 

marijuana impairment and driving ability so that we can make informed decisions on how to best 

protect our roadways. 

I thank you again for the opportunity to submit this testimony.  
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NYC City Council Testimony – 2.27.2019 
Established in 1962, PSS is a multiservice nonprofit that has built the capacity of older adults, their families and 
communities to thrive.  PSS operates 9 senior centers, 2 senior residences (including the Grandparent Family 
Apartments), the Circle of Care program helping families care for someone with dementia or advanced age. 
Of the 9 PSS senior centers throughout the Bronx and Upper Manhattan, 6 are located in NYCHA Centers.  
 
Needs/issues  

Additional funding for Senior Center meals budgets is imperative. These budgets have not been 
adjusted in more than five years. Increases in costs of living, minimum wage, gas, etc. have caused supplies 
and food prices to increase and has left Senior Centers in the position of doing more with less yet expectations 
and competition from other senior programs has made the environment stricter and more competitive. The 
inability to provide competitive salaries to some of the hardest working individuals of these programs also 
leaves Senior Centers with a very difficult task of finding interested staff who will work for a low wage. At the 
same time, they must meet all the expectations which include, a need to be literate in nutrition guidelines, 
measurements/serving sizes, inventory and other paperwork on top of the ability to be able to cook for large 
groups of people and have a personality for customer service.  

It is also not just Cooks who suffer in this funding gap. Most centers cannot afford proper help either 
which means one person is relied on to prep, cook and clean after sometimes 100 people for one meal alone. 
If an assistant does exist, the hours are also minimal, and it is a struggle to meet the minimum wage 
requirement which makes finding a qualified and reliable person a challenge. Besides this, Custodians are also 
included in this budget although their work goes far beyond the kitchen. There may be many people who can 
clean a floor but finding someone who takes pride in their work and enjoys working with older adults who is 
also reliable means needing to pay competitively. 

We are asking that the model budget funding designated to the food budget portion be provided to 
Senior Centers ASAP and will accommodate the need for higher salaries for qualified staff and more staff in 
these areas.  
 

We thank the Council for your time and attention to this matter and ongoing support of PSS and our 
clients.  
 
For more information, contact:  Anya Herasme, Senior Director of Older Adult Services   

917-734-4661 or aherasme@pssusa.org 
Visit www.pssusa.org for more information 

 



TESTIMONY ON FEBRUARY 27, 2019 TO AGING SERVICES COMMITTEE OF NEW 

YORK CITY COUNCIL AT 250 BROADWAY, NEW YORK, NEW YORK 

BY THEODORA ZIONGAS, M.A., ASSISTANT EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR FOR OLDER 

ADULTS AND COMMUNITY SERVICES, HAMILTON MADISON HOUSE 

Good morning,  

My name is Theodora Ziongas and I am the Assistant Executive Director for Older 

Adults and Community Services at Hamilton Madison House.  HMH was 

established in 1898 as a voluntary, nonprofit settlement house dedicated to 

improving the quality of life of the Two Bridges/Chinatown community of 

Manhattan’s Lower East Side.  The neighborhood is a federally designated poverty 

area with a constantly changing mixture of ethnic groups and a lack of adequate 

services and resources.  The House speaks the many languages of the community 

and serves more than 8,000 children and adults annually.   

We want to thank the NY City Council for their continuing support of senior 

programs and the Chair of the Aging Committee, Honorable Margaret Chin for 

being such a strong advocate for older adults. I remember the year of the senior 

and how great strides were achieved to increase funding for seniors and 

caregivers in NYC, but we still face many challenges.  

 

Services provided to the seniors aged 60 and over in the community served by 

Hamilton Madison House comprise a large part of our program offerings. In 

addition to the Smith and Knickerbocker NORC programs, we operate the large 

Senior Center at 100 Gold Street as well as 3 satellite senior center sites.   The 

meals provided at our senior centers are critical to the health and well-being the 

seniors in our community.   We are consistently oversubscribed for both the 

breakfast and lunch services, creating many challenges for us as we struggle to 

meet the growing needs of our community.   Over the past five years, we have 

provided a total of 620,633 meals, approximately 30,000 above what we had 

projected (average of 5% additional meals annually).  Health is wealth and our 

goal is to provide the support allowing our seniors to remain as active and 

engaged in their communities for as long as possible, with as much dignity as 



possible.  We are facing increasing challenges in achieving our goals as prices for 

nutritious food increase and the number of seniors seeking our services increases.  

The cost of raw food has risen in the past few years yet the allocation has not.  

The cost of paper goods instead of Styrofoam is another added expense.  

Although we offer many health promotion activities, education/recreation and 

other casework and health management services, the meals are the important 

glue that binds all of this together.  As seniors come to our centers for our 

nutritious meals, they will remain for our exercise programs, they socialize and 

create new friendships, decrease their emotional isolation and maintain 

important connections to the community.  They will turn to us if they have 

additional needs as well since we become a trusted local resource.   

 

We cannot continue to provide the level of service we do without additional 

funding in the years ahead.  Not only are the prices for nutritious food increasing, 

we are serving more individuals each year.  Continuity is also vital as we struggle 

to maintain committed kitchen and custodial staff at our centers.  Additional 

funding for cost of living increases is also essential in allowing us to do so.  In our 

case, meeting the needs of our diverse population also requires hiring bilingual 

staff which often is a challenge and additional funding is vital to helping us 

maintain this dedicated staff. 

 

Thank you very much for this opportunity to testify.  I am also accompanied today 

by 13 seniors from our various senior centers and two of these, Mr. Ma and Mr. 

Lu would like to testify as well. 
 
 
Contact Information: 
Theodora Ziongas, M.A. 
Assistant Executive Director for Older Adults and Community Services 
Hamilton Madison House 
50 Madison Street 
New York, NY  10038 
theodoraziongas@hmhonline.org 
1-212-349-3724 x9301 

mailto:theodoraziongas@hmhonline.org













