City Council Ad Hoc Committee on Senior Centers

Report to City Council
December 5, 2007

History and Introduction

In March 2007, City Council created this Ad Hoc Committee “to ensure that both the Champlain and Heineberg Senior Centers remain open and actively serving the needs of our senior citizens . . . .”  The member of the Committee are Councilors Paul DeCelles and Cheryl McDonough, Syndi Zook (Executive Director of the Champlain Senior Center from 1987 to 2004), Zoe Hardy (Champlain Valley Agency on Aging), Jennifer Wallace-Brodeur (AARP), and Kirby Dunn (Mayor’s Representative and Executive Director of HomeShare Vermont).  Camille George from the Vermont Department of Aging & Disabilities participated by e-mail.  The Committee was staffed by Margaret Bozik from the Community & Economic Development Office.

The Committee met eight times throughout the summer and fall, hearing from representatives of both senior centers as well as the Parks & Recreation Department, the Champlain Housing Trust (as the facility manager of the MultiGenerational Center), United Way and Tim Palmer (a consultant hired by the Champlain Senior Center and United Way).  Committee staff also spoke with representatives from the senior centers in Winooski, Essex Junction, Montpelier, White River (Hartford), Charlotte, Brattleboro, Rutland, St. Johnsbury and St. Albans.

The Committee discovered that while senior centers throughout the state rely heavily on municipal funding to support ongoing operations, Burlington’s senior centers receive very limited funding from the city.  This is critical to sustainability because there is no state or federal funding available to senior centers, and private funders want to fund programs rather than operations.  The lack of municipal funding has contributed to what historically can be described as a roller coaster ride for the Burlington senior centers in Burlington.  Each of the centers reached another crisis point this year.  When the Committee was first appointed, the Heineberg Senior Center had faced closure when its program provider, the Champlain Senior Center, pulled out of the facility.  And then, while the Committee was meeting, the situation at the Champlain Senior Center changed significantly due to a combination of ongoing funding issues and a management crisis, putting the senior center at the McClure MultiGenerational Center at risk of closure.  

Funding of the centers must be addressed so that both centers can first, remain open, and second, continue to be an integral part of the community’s strategy to keep its elders independent, active and a vibrant part of the community.  And, municipal funding must be a substantial piece of the funding solution.

The senior centers are essential to the well-being of a growing number of Burlington residents.  According to the Action Plan of the AARP Burlington Livable Communities Project:

· There will be a 50% increase in the number of Burlington residents age 55-65 between the years 2000 and 2010, and a similar increase in those age 65+ beyond 2010.  

· By 2010, some 7,900 residents will be age 55 and older, making this group 21% of the city’s population. 

· A quarter of the older population has income of less than $15,000, and forty percent of those over 65 years old have one or more disabilities.

Senior centers are the source of community-based services for older adults, including access to nutritious meals; health promotion and disease prevention programs; services that promote successful aging and independent living; opportunities for socialization; and information and referrals about community resources.  The services that residents access there demonstrably improve their health and well-being:

· The statewide average for probable depression among elders is 9% - the average number of senior center participants scoring for probable depression was 6%, three points lower.  And, a group of high risk elders at the Champlain Senior Center surveyed every other year from 1999 to 2005 saw their scores for probable depression drop from 32% to 13%.

· 92% of senior center participants report that they eat their main meal at the center. 72% eat the recommended servings of fruits and vegetables and dairy.  This is far above the State average for all Vermonters of 57%.

· 91% report that lack of money is their main concern when it comes making choices about living a healthy lifestyle, exercising and eating right.  58% of senior participants report that they would not exercise at all if it were not for the programs at the senior center.

· 88% of senior center participants said they feel connected to the community because they attend the senior centers.  86% said that the centers give them a reason to get up in the morning.  65% said they rely on the friends they have made at the senior center for help in their activities of daily life such as shopping, getting to appointments, social outings, and companionship. 

As the city ages, senior centers will be asked to meet increasing needs, serving more people with more services, particularly as state policy encourages at-home care.  Centers may need to provide quasi-adult day care.  And as centers move forward, they will need to continue serving the current older generation as well as appealing to the younger generation of older adults.  They must be more sustainable and less vulnerable – in Burlington and throughout the state.  They will play a vital role in maintaining Burlington as a livable community:   “[O]ne that has affordable and appropriate housing, supportive community features and services, and adequate mobility options, which together facilitate personal independence and the engagement of residents in civic and social life.”  (AARP Beyond 50.05 A Report to the Nation on Livable Communities:  Creating Environments for Successful Aging)  

The Burlington Senior Centers

The city’s first senior center, the Champlain Senior Center, was established in 1966.  In the 1990’s, the location moved from downtown to the Old North End.  The McClure MultiGenerational Center facility was developed by three participating nonprofits:  the Champlain Senior Center, the Burlington Children’s Space and the Burlington Community Land Trust (now the Champlain Housing Trust).  Each has a one-third share in the building equity; the Champlain Housing Trust owns the land.   The Champlain Senior Center pays “rent” to the Champlain Housing Trust; it will fully own its share of the building in seven years.  

The Champlain Senior Center (CSC) views its core mission as feeding low-income seniors in the Old North End and providing additional activities for those seniors as appropriate, with the goal of keeping them in their homes.  The budget sources last year for the Champlain Senior Center included around $65,000 from United Way (to provide services at both the MultiGen Center and the Heineberg Center), $6,000 from the Champlain Valley Agency on Aging, funds raised from donations, and other grant sources.  The agency also received $12,000 from the city’s General Fund.  The agency’s projected budget for the next fiscal year is $120,493; that is pared down from previous years.  Significant expenses include $43,903 for facility costs and property taxes.  

At the end of this calendar year, the Champlain Senior Center will be operating at a deficit.  As of the end of September 2007, the agency had let go all paid staff.  The Champlain Valley Agency on Aging has loaned one of its employees to run the meals program at the MultiGenerational Center for a few months.  Volunteers are providing other activities.

Historically, the Center served around 400 to 500 seniors a year.  Though the numbers dropped during 2007 due to the management crisis, they are again steadily rising and the Center is drawing senior from all over the city.  It is clear that the seniors in the Old North End – the core group served at this location – tend to be more elderly, more frail and, overall, more in need of intense services than in other areas of the city.  This level of services requires trained staff.

The United Way has hired a consultant, Tim Palmer, to help the Champlain Senior Center get onto a sustainable footing and to help resolve several financial disputes.  At this point, the Champlain Senior Center plans to continue to run only with volunteers through December 2007, and to look at hiring a Program Director in the next year.  The agency is looking at different ways to use its space at the MultiGen Center (including, perhaps, renting more of its space), and at what services (beyond meals) it should offer.  United Way has helped, and will continue to help, the agency recruit new Board members.  (The agency currently has only three Board members.)  However, the Champlain Senior Center will have to reapply to remain a United Way agency in March 2008, and there is no guarantee of continued United Way funding.  

The Heineberg Senior and Community Center was built in 1941.  It has been a senior center since 1971, when the Chittenden County Senior Citizens Alliance (CCSCA) purchased it.  There is no mortgage on the building, though there are always maintenance and repair costs.  In 1996-97, CCSCA had no money for programming and entered into an association with the Champlain Senior Center, which ended in November 2006.  The Heineberg Center is currently operating with one part-time paid staff person and the support of its member volunteers.  This year's fiscal budget was $46,000, with $1,458 coming from the City’s Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) program; that budget represents skeletal, emergency part-year funding.  The proposed 2008 budget for Heineberg will total $108,450 in expenses, with $3,000 coming from CDBG.  The Heineberg Center is seeking to become a United Way agency in March 2008.

The mission of the Heineberg Senior and Community Center is to be a friendly, supportive gathering place for adults, providing meals and preventive health care services as well as recreation and socialization activities.  Heineberg’s membership has grown from around 100 last November to over 300 right now.  Around 50 to 60% of the Center’s clients are from the New North End, but others come from the South End and from other municipalities (Colchester, Williston) where center services are lacking.  The Burlington Senior Centers have always drawn from outside communities. 

What’s Currently Going Well

1. Both centers are in appropriately-sited facilities.

2. The level of volunteerism is high.  There are dedicated volunteers at both Centers who are committed to keeping the Centers open.  And, the morale at both Centers is high.  (However, neither center can continue to run on a long-term basis run primarily by volunteers.)

3. The Heineberg Center is functioning both as senior and a community (as opposed to a senior) center, drawing in “younger older” constituents.  This decreases the isolation and segregation that too many seniors experience.

4. Programming is initiated and often supported by constituents interested in particular activities.  With a building and staffing, individuals can self-organize around things they like to do.

5. The relationship between the Champlain Senior Center and the Heineberg Senior Center has significantly improved.  Neither organization foresees any organizational integration in the near future, but both are building on a coordinated working relationship that has grown in the last months.

6. Parks & Rec has a good partnership with the centers.  The Department sees the need for more programming for seniors given changing demographics.  The Department needs the senior centers to offer programming for seniors.  Otherwise, the Department would find it difficult to fill that gap, particularly given current budget restraints.  

7. Both centers provide valuable public facility space which would not otherwise be available.  Both centers have served as important sites for Parks & Rec programming since the 1980’s.  Parks & Rec sponsored exercise classes and special holiday activities for the city’s elders would never have been possible without these facilities.  The senior centers have also been used for Parks & Rec classes and programs for people of all ages, including children’s drama programs and all-age art classes.  In addition, both centers serve as valuable meeting space for Neighborhood Planning Assemblies and other city and civic organizations. In the Old and New North Ends, where the centers are located, meeting space for public meeting space is not otherwise readily available; the centers give a sense of neighborhood to proceedings that does not exist if people must travel downtown.    

Challenges

1. Sustainable funding is the major issue.  Unlike almost all other social service programs, there is no federal or state funding to support the operating costs of senior centers.  By way of example, child care providers can draw on the child care subsidy; homeless providers can draw on Emergency Shelter and HUD Continuum funding; the Community Mental Health Block Grant program helps to fund mental health services; the community action agencies draw on dedicated Community Services Block Grant (CSBG) funds; the federal Department of Justice specifically funds domestic violence and child abuse services.  These public funding sources rarely, if ever, cover all the costs of needed services.  However, they do provide base funding on which service providers can build.

In contrast, there is no such public funding base for senior centers.  While the federal Older Americans Act Nutrition Program, run through the Agencies on Aging, covers part of the cost of food for meals programs, it provides no other operating support – no funding for facility, staffing and other necessary expenses.  And, the seniors most in need of center services generally cannot pay the level of fees that would be necessary to cover those costs.

Vermont is one of the few states in the nation that provides no state support for senior centers.  There have been several strong efforts to get state funding for senior centers in Vermont.  Those efforts have failed, however – in part because there is no consensus around the definition of what “senior center services” are.  In Vermont, what senior centers do varies greatly from place to place around the state, and efforts to define core services have not been successful.  

Because there is no other public funding, senior centers in Vermont typically become a municipal function.  The Committee did a sampling survey of ten senior centers around the state.  There are a number of different models, but most have this in common:  they receive a substantial (an estimated 30 to 90%) amount of their support from the municipality, in the form of free facility space, municipal employees providing programming and/or municipal appropriations.  

In Winooski, city voters approved city funding of the senior center back in 1985.  The Director, who works 20 hours a week, is a city employee.  

In Montpelier, the senior center has been part of the Recreation Department, which in turn is part of the School Department, since the early 1980’s.  It operates in a municipally-owned building and receives $80,000 a year from the city.  In Newport and Rutland, the senior centers are also part of the Rec Departments.  

In Brattleboro, the senior center is run as a hybrid municipal/nonprofit operation.  The facility is owned and maintained by the town and activities are provided through a town-funded Rec Department employee, while meals are provided through a nonprofit agency.

In Essex Junction, the city gives the senior center free use of municipal facility space and pays for utilities and phone.  In St. Albans, the city deeded a building to the senior center, which is run by a nonprofit.

In White River Junction (Hartford) and in Charlotte, the senior centers are run by nonprofits which receive $60,000 a year from the municipalities.  And in St. Johnsbury, the nonprofit senior center receives around 30% of its $23,500 a year budget from the town.

In contrast, in Burlington, the senior centers are currently receiving a combined total of $15,000 from the city - $3,000 from Community Development Block Grant and $12,000 from the General Fund.  That represents less than 7% of their combined annual operating budgets.  

2. Transportation – and in particular, getting seniors from their homes – is the second major issue.  Many seniors can and do drive.  However, many cannot afford to own a car.  And for many, health and safety considerations limit their ability to drive and to take public transportation.  Many seniors need help getting from their front doors to the doors of the senior centers.  The location of bus stops, bus schedules and the weather are obstacles for elders.  Bus drivers are not trained to help seniors get on and off the bus.  But specialized transportation, the kind provided by SSTA, is expensive.  For example, in 2004, it cost $38,000 to transport twelve seniors to and from the Champlain Senior Center daily.  That is consistent with a 2005 state study which found that the average cost of transporting a senior to a meals program was $12.40 per trip.  

Parks & Rec provides transportation for its senior programming events; the city owns a bus and a van, which it lends out for a nominal fee, and the centers provide the staff.  The van is not accessible and to be picked up, seniors must go the senior centers; there is no home pick up.

3. Coordinated outreach and marketing is a challenge.  Although this is a critical part of bringing people to the centers, senior center staff are necessarily focused on providing programming and raising money – and often lack time and resources for outreach efforts.  And from the consumer perspective, there is no one place where seniors can go to find out what’s happening.  

4. The centers cannot continue to run solely or principally through volunteers.  The centers, as with most public gathering places, need to have trained staff available to handle medical and other emergencies.  Paid staff are also necessary to sustain operations – volunteers are generous and capable, but will burn out over time.

Recommendations

The Committee makes the following recommendations:

1. A “Half Penny for Seniors” dedicated tax fund, functioning much as the Affordable Housing Trust Fund does.

Without significant municipal support, the Burlington senior centers will struggle – and perhaps close.  We cannot allow that to happen.  The senior centers are central community hubs providing essential services that will only get more important as the population gets older.  The centers are a core strategy to meet the needs of seniors and to make Burlington a livable city.

Where there is significant local public investment, senior centers thrive.  The Montpelier senior center has 740 members.  The Hartford senior center serves 2,400 seniors a year through center and home-based services.  The return on this public investment translates into cost savings on fewer hospitalizations and delayed entry into nursing home settings.  Active and growing senior centers allow Burlington residents to realize their expressed desire to stay in their homes as long as possible, as research shows that seniors who have socialization opportunities and who remain active in their communities also remain healthy and independent.

A half penny amounts to $12 a year on the median home value of $240,000.  It would raise around $185,000 a year.  That amount would not, and should not, fully fund the senior centers – but it would provide base operating funds on which they could build.  And, it will preserve the centers as public facility space for a comparatively minor investment when compared to the cost of creating alternative spaces.

The Committee recommends that senior centers be given priority for funding from the “Burlington Senior Trust Fund,” but that the fund not be necessarily exclusive to senior centers.  Rather, the Committee recommends that funding be available to 501(c)(3) nonprofits which:

· Serve predominantly people over the age of 60

· Serve predominantly Burlington residents

· Are open to all Burlington residents and limit participation based only on age (not income, address or other factor)

· Focus on helping seniors “age in place” and remain at home

As with the Housing Trust Fund, there will be a public process for allocation of funds as well as a process for public accountability.

2. City assistance with outreach.

Participation at the senior centers will increase to the extent that residents are aware of what the centers offer.  Better coordination of outreach between the city and the senior centers if needed.  Inclusion of senior center programming in the Parks & Rec brochure, and a link off of the Parks & Rec website to “Senior Activities,” would be steps in that direction.

Finally, the Committee notes several issues on which it makes no recommendations at this time.  The first issue is the unequal tax treatment of the two senior centers:  the Heineberg Senior Center is tax exempt, while the center at the MultiGen facility pays approximately 50% of the full commercial tax bill.  The second matter is the ongoing negotiation between the Champlain Senior Center and the Champlain Housing Trust over facility issues; United Way’s consultant is working to help the parties resolve those issues.  
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