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Public Hearings held in New Jersey in 2008

In Atlantic City on November 19th, in Trenton on November 21st and in Hackensack on December 9th

This abstract is a summary of the over 400 pages of oral and written testimony given to the CRFAC at the inaugural Public Hearings of the Commission in the Fall of 2008. Elected officials, State and County Administrators, Representatives of Statewide Coalitions, Seniors, Activists for People with Disabilities, one and all came to the three hearings to voice their heartfelt concerns, needs, and petitions to this Commission. For easier reading, the representative comments from participants were arranged by related topics. The abstract was prepared by Ms. Laura Ramos, Member of the Commission, representing the Disabled of New Jersey, with assistance from her Paralegal Personal Assistant Ms. Kathryn Browarny. (March 2009). 

The full transcript of the hearing is on file at the State Department of the Treasury and the NJ State Library and can be e-mailed to interested persons. 

Overview

Rev. Bob Janis Dillon, Minister to the First Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Hunterdon County, best summed up the challenges we are facing when he said, "First of all, I’m grateful for the work you do. I also appreciate the difficult situation in which we find ourselves. While I can’t say I’m disappointed by the fact that people are playing less blackjack, the fact that the monies of this fund are so significantly reduced is of grave concern. Now is a time when priorities have to be made. We have to decide what is truly important to us. The Bible says numerous times that we should care for Elders, those in our family as well as those who have no family to take care of them. The book of James says that pure religion is to visit orphans and widows in their times of suffering. Indeed, all the major world religions and philosophies speak of caring for the least among us. This is a moral requirement; for those of us who are religious it is a religious requirement."

 

Mr. Wilson Woolf, Chairman of the Warren County Office on Aging and Advisory Council, reminds us, "I'd like to begin my comments by reading a paragraph from the New Jersey Constitution, which specifies the intended use of Casino Revenue Funds. Any law authorizing the establishment and operation of such gaming establishments shall provide for state revenues derived therefrom to be applied solely for the purpose of providing funding for reductions in property taxes, rental, telephone, gas, electric, municipal utilities, and charges of eligible Senior Citizens and Disabled Residents of the state, and for additional or expanded health services for the benefits for transportation services or benefits to eligible Senior Citizens and Disabled Residents in accordance with such formula as the legislature by law shall provide." 

Mr. Woolf continued, "I wish to refer you to your own 2008 annual report dated March 28, 2008. This report thoroughly substantiates and outlines recommendations for increases to the Casino Revenue Fund to subsidize specifically identified programs benefitting New Jersey Senior Citizens and Residents with Disabilities. As a Chairman of the Warren County Aging Service Advisory Council, I've been aware of numerous advocacy efforts to encourage the allocation of additional funds to support essential services to our Senior and Disabled population, our most vulnerable. It was the newly-organized New Jersey Consortium of Area Agency on Aging Advisory Council which spearheaded the paper plate campaign to advocate for increased home-delivered meals funds for homebound Seniors and Disabled New Jersey residents. Through our efforts, thousands of signed paper plates were presented to the New Jersey legislators to demonstrate the importance of this increase in funds. From this, New Jersey COST initiated the "Save My Ride" campaign to increase funding for transportation to our most vulnerable and isolated residents.


Both home-delivered meals and transportation are service priorities listed in your own report. In fact, the recommendations contained in your 2008 report have been formally supported by the following statewide organizations: The New Jersey Areas Agency on Aging, the Welfare Directors Association of New Jersey, the New Jersey Association of Counties, the New Jersey Council on Specialized Transportation. Despite overwhelming support by New Jersey residents, consumers, professional service groups, and our very own Casino Revenue Advisory Commissions... The Casino Revenue Fund has fallen short in meeting the mandates of the New Jersey Constitution. Existing programs have not received funding, nor have new programs been developed to meet the needs of New Jersey Senior Citizens and Residents with Disabilities."

 

Meals On Wheels/Food Pantries

There was overwhelming support for increased funding for the Meals on Wheels Programs - for Seniors and for the Disabled – as well as increases for Weekday and Weekend meals programs. The 21 Counties’ Area Agencies on Aging Advisory Councils organized a campaign, sending over 30,000 paper plates with messages supporting Meals on Wheels programs statewide to Legislators and the Governor to petition our representatives for more funds for this vital program. Many New Jersey Counties have waiting lists for Seniors who need the Meals on Wheels programs. Meals on Wheels is a program exclusively for Seniors, and in some counties the Disabled, who are homebound and unable to cook for themselves and do not have someone else who can prepare a meal for them. Many live alone. In most cases, Senior and Disabled participants pay about $3 per meal for the service; because they pay for the meal, many feel the Meals on Wheels program preserves their dignity and independence. Often the meal brought by the Meals on Wheels program is the only meal the person gets that day. Evelyn Comer of Bergen County said, "Meals on Wheels is keeping thousands of Seniors alive. We need it properly funded so everyone who needs a meal gets one." 

 

Neither the State General Fund nor the Casino Revenue Fund has addressed the decades-old inequity of providing funding for services such as Meals on Wheels, Safe Housing/Escorted Transportation, and other essential programs for Seniors, but not for Disabled Residents. Counties and municipalities that do provide Meals on Wheels for the Disabled must find the funding from some other source. Some Counties have begun to include delivering meals to homebound Disabled Residents; some of them have waiting lists for People with Disabilities. 

Nina Levinson of Bergen county stated, “ The primary need of anybody is food.  Without food, we don’t live.  And therefore, I think the Meals on Wheels—transportation—whatever it takes—has to be funded first, and in full, because if people are hungry, it is very serious.  Seniors are hurting badly, and more and more seniors are dependent upon these meals, and I think that should be your priority.

 

Joan Campanelli stated Bergen County serves 1,700 meals with a waiting list of 117 Seniors. Bertha-Nora Acosta, from the Bergen County Meals on Wheels Program for those under 60 who are permanently disabled and homebound, said they serve 90 meals with a waiting list of 15 Persons with Disabilities. Mary Kuzinki, from Passaic County reported they serve 1,000 Seniors per day and have 300 on their waiting list. An increase of $2,400 a month would clear up their waiting list. They serve 252 meals on weekends. Walter Trommellen of Burlington County indicated they provided 99,000 meals in 2008 to homebound Seniors, an increase of 20 percent in just one year. In 2009, they may need to institute a waiting list for Meals on Wheels. Barbara McMorrow of Monmouth County said they serve over 1,200 Seniors meals weekly and expressed concern that their Meals on Wheels program will sustain a shortfall in funding up to $153,000 in 2009, resulting in waiting lists and increased institutionalization. Mary Ellen Keller of Cumberland County said they serve 210 meals per day and needed to create a waiting list for the program. Joy Merulla of Camden County expressed concern that while they serve 468 meals per day to Seniors and a few Disabled residents through the Meals on Wheels program, they have a waiting list that has 290 Seniors and People with Disabilities on it; "How do you tell a person that you can’t get them a meal?" They opened up their Meals on Wheels program to the Disabled this year, but most are on the growing waiting list.


The Seniors and People with Disabilities who receive meals from Meals on Wheels consider the program a life saver. As A.B. of Millville wrote, "Meals on Wheels was saving my life because I wasn’t eating. No desire to cook but food looks so good I can eat it. I’m 84 and appreciate the service." As A.R., also of Millville, penned, "If you are unable to prepare your own meals, then be thankful to God that there is Meals on Wheels that does a very good job on preparing and delivering right to your door." Indeed, the volunteer drivers of the Meals on Wheels program provide more than a hot meal. They provide socialization and the protection of a caring person looking out for the Senior or Disabled Citizen they are providing nutrition for. Wilson Reimes, a volunteer from Bergen County, reported that he was delivering food to a man on Polifly Road for two and a half years, when one day he rang the bell and there was no answer. He banged on the door, was let in, helped the man who was in distress, and called 911 for him. He’s convinced that, "... if it wasn’t for me or another driver, the man would have been dead in his apartment. So I beg you, thank you, please increase our support."

 

A higher proportion of Seniors and People with Disabilities are on special diets due to medical conditions, compared to the general population. Some counties, like Cumberland County, will provide special meals within their dietary restrictions once a prescription from their physician is received. Other counties, like Camden, have not implemented a way to incorporate special dietary needs of many of the Disabled and Seniors in their Meals on Wheels programs. As good as the Meals on Wheels program is, it is essential that all counties find a way to provide healthy meals to all the Disabled and Seniors who need them, including those on special diets.

 

Mr. Benoit of Hudson County gave the example of "...the price of meals delivered was about $3.00 from the vendor, at which point he would distribute them, amounting to a total cost of $8 per meal for home delivery. In the middle of 2008, the agency went through a public bid and the final bid came in at $3.80 per meal. So in one year, exclusive of the transportation costs, the cost per meal went up 80 cents, amounting to an additional $140,000 to serve the same number of people in North Hudson. That doesn’t include Jersey City, Bayonne, or West Hudson. That’s the magnitude of the problems we are seeing in Hudson County. Up ‘til now the Mayors have been able to obtain other funding to avoid waiting lists. I don’t know how much longer they’ll be successful in avoiding waiting lists." 

 

Chairperson Misono Miller noted, "The State did a study called Mission Nutrition about two years ago. The statewide average cost was $8.97 and that would include the meal costs, the cost of delivering that meal, and all staff costs. It is probably the most efficient service you can get that is so essential to helping them keep their health." Currently, the Casino Revenue Fund only pays for weekend meals. The Commission’s 2008 Annual Report requested $3 million additional funds for Meals on Wheels programs to attempt to meet the increasing demand by Elderly and Disabled Residents. A portion of the funds, at least $1 million, should be allocated to ensure homebound Disabled Persons have access to Meals on Wheels. There is no other permanent source of funds for this purpose. Two million dollars would be used to provide needed resources for weekday and weekend meals. 

Meals on Wheels provides only one solution for the hungry Seniors and Disabled Residents of New Jersey. Families, neighbors, churches, and community food pantries, and the statewide network of Food Banks provide additional food to these vulnerable residents. If these residents cannot obtain or cook food, they are at high risk of being institutionalized. Many Seniors will not apply for food stamps because they view government assistance as being part of the welfare system. They are used to being independent and self-reliant, and they see that as giving up. Some will go to the food pantries, or have family or friends go for them. Thelma Fedele from the Center for Food Action in Bergen County says, "Our most senior client is a 103-year-old woman who lives with her 82-year-old daughter. The daughter comes to pick up the food." Many of the eldest Seniors are being cared for by their children who are also Seniors. 

 

Ms. Fedele goes on to say that, "In 2007, we served over 38,000 people. When I first started in 1992, Seniors accounted for 2 percent of the people we served. The percentage of Seniors gradually rose to 11 percent, this last year, it’s up to 15 percent. Overall, the increase of all food pantry clients from 2007 to 2008 rose 30 percent. In 2008 so far, we have assisted 3,500 Seniors, which is a large number for us to handle." They do attempt to coordinate with other service programs like Meals on Wheels for homebound Seniors and Disabled, food stamps, and transportation. 

 

Goldie Wulderk, of the Senior Thrift & Craft Center in Cumberland County, said, "In 1976, I started an eating program collecting fresh foods from our area farms, processing plants, canning factories, supermarkets, bakeries, etc. for a couple hundred families. Since then, we have distributed millions of dollars worth of these foods to those who needed help. Our center can no longer hold the number of people who come for food every day - 2,500 families or 5,000 people each month. We keep running out of food." Food pantries serve people who can get to them; however, as reductions in transportation continue, many Seniors and Disabled throughout the state, particularly those in more rural counties, will not be able to pick up the food they need. 

 

Transportation

There was unanimous support for increased Casino Revenue Fund monies to maintain and expand necessary transportation services for Senior Citizens and Disabled Residents in New Jersey. Most of those who addressed the Commission about transportation indicated strong support for bills A2046/S1830, which would increase the legislated transportation proportion of the Casino Revenue Fund from 7.5 to 8.5 percent. Many counties throughout the state have cut transportation services, which is adversely impacting the lives of Seniors and the Disabled. Some cautioned Legislators that with the reduction of Casino Revenues, the modest one percent increase in the CRF transportation funds will not keep pace with increasing maintenance and fuel costs, as well as the expected enormous increase in the population of Seniors and the Disabled who need transportation to employment, Senior centers, food pantries, physician visits, dialysis, and other vital services.

 

Rev. Bob Janis Dillon, of Hunterdon County spoke, "I wanted to be here today to do my best to speak on behalf of the Elderly and Disabled members of my congregation, as well as the Elderly and Disabled in the greater community of Hunterdon County, many of whom currently rely on the programs you support. Hunterdon County, on paper, is one of the most prosperous counties of the country, but it is also one of the most expensive places to live. Many people in our county are having a very hard time making ends meet. This is especially true for the Elderly, many of whom are the "Old Guard"; men and women who have been there for generations and are now getting priced out of their own communities. We are also an extremely isolated community by New Jersey standards. The LINK bus system does what it can, but even with this, for many people getting around is an almost insurmountable challenge. I have spoken to Elderly people who list losing their ability to drive as one of the greatest losses of their life. Not cancer, not operations, not the death of a friend. No. Losing the ability to drive, because there are so few other options out there. Similarly, for the Disabled, transportation needs make life that much more difficult. And that’s just transportation. Rent and property taxes are increasing exponentially. Rents are often $1200 and more, and affordable housing is nearly impossible to find. Some food staples have increased by 50 percent or more. As for utilities, we all know how much the cost to heat a home has increased in such a short time. Many residents are wondering how they will get through this winter." 

 

Robert Koska, Director, Office of Local Programs, New Jersey Transit,  administrator for the Senior Citizen/Disabled Resident Transportation Assistance Program (SCDRTAP). He began, "Casino Revenue Funding for transportation services for SCDRTAP began in 1984, and NJ Transit was designated as the State agency to administer the program. By law, 15 percent of SCDRTAP funds are used by NJ Transit, 10 percent for administrative costs, and 5 percent are used for NJ Transit accessibility projects within our bus and rail system. The idea of the program was to dramatically increase the mobility of our Senior and Disabled residents in a way that had not been seen before, to move beyond a targeted purpose oriented transportation, and take the first steps toward a broader concept of individual mobility and independence. By 1996, the State of New Jersey was recognized by the Federal government as a leader with regards to the coordination of transportation services. It was the availability of Casino Revenue Funds that played a role. " 

 

He continued, "After a full year of funding for SCDRTAP at the end of 1985, the counties provided a half million trips with program funds. In 2008, two million trips were provided with Casino Revenue Funding, and an additional two million trips were provided with funding streams that were brought under county umbrellas of coordination. However, now we are at the critical crossroads with regards to transportation. Just as the Elderly population is about to undergo a rapid expansion as Baby Boomers reach retirement age, just as our medical delivery system decentralizes - making access to medical care more of a challenge - just as the cost of providing transportation services itself increases with the rapid fluctuation of gas increases, vehicle maintenance cost increases, and insurance cost in some cases become a prohibitive factor, the Casino Revenue Funds for transportation has not only leveled off but are now down slightly. For fiscal year 2009, there is almost $4 million less in this program." 

 

Mr. Koska concluded, "As the only program funded with Casino Revenue Funds that is linked to our percentage of the Fund, the fortunes of the program go up or down based on how business in Atlantic City is, instead of it being based on the needs of the population being served. Cuts in transportation services that have been put in place, will have a domino effect on programs surrounding these services. That means at the nutrition center, fewer meals will be served, less Casino Funds mean more nursing home residents and on and on. The impact in each and every program will be felt. The bottom line is that New Jersey Transit’s vision of providing increased mobility to its Senior and Disabled residents will be damaged if we don't keep adequate funding in place. New Jersey Transit is proud to be able to continue this program, but with our experience in working at the county level, most of our issues mean more cuts in service, and any vision of increased mobility for those who have no other roles, but isolation."


 

Tom Murphy, of Bergen County, reports that in 2007, "Community Transportation drove about 1,100,000 miles and transported about 305,000 (rides). We have approximately 8,000 registered riders. That's people who have used our system at least once in the last six months. For '09, we have received a $300,000 cut in our Casino Funds. That, because of some of the policies we've implemented and some of the savings that we've provided, will not cause a decrease in service. In fact, for '09, we expect to maintain all the services at the present. The problem is the year '10. From present funding sources, we expect another $200,000 cut from Jersey Transit, and that along with a $300,000 cut, will mean substantial cuts, not only in Bergen County, but statewide."

 

Hudson County, under the direction of Kevin Crimmins, has come a long way in the last couple of years in the county transportation plan. "We've gone from 75,000 rides per year to about a hundred thousand rides per year, and unfortunately with the funding that's been projected through the Casino Revenue Commission, that also will be declining and we don't know how we'll be able to fit in the projected increase of need over the short term. " Steven Fittante, Director, Middlesex County Department of Transportation, indicated Middlesex County does over 500,000 trips a year. He agrees with the need to increase transportation funding.

 

Walter Trommellen said Burlington County Senior Transportation Services are utilized for physician visits, dialysis, grocery shopping, and congregate nutrition. As the largest county in New Jersey, many of our communities have limited or no access to public transportation. Our Senior transportation services are geared to help those who are most frail and vulnerable. Last year, over 75,000 trips were provided. 27,000 trips were for medical trips. As the proportion of the oldest Elderly increases, so will the demand for this service. We are at the breaking point in Burlington County. Rising fuel costs and limited local funding have already caused reduction in transportation services for doctor visits and grocery shopping. For the first time ever, there is a transportation waiting list for congregate nutrition. Seniors are not able to go to the senior nutrition site for a meal and socialization because of this lack of transportation. We need to do better. We cannot let this happen. We must figure out a way to provide sufficient funds to meet the transportation needs of this increasingly frail and vulnerable population. 

 

Henry Nicholson of Monmouth County Transportation reports that, Monmouth County has one of the most integrated transportation programs in this state. They provide over 380,000 rides per year. An innovative program transports Persons with Disabilities going to the Arc in Monmouth County, who then deliver Meals on Wheels to persons who otherwise would not have a hot meal nor any social relationship. "This is a great integration between a Senior, a Person with Disability, and the needs of the community. This provides hot meals, keeping people in their homes, and providing a job for these individuals." He requests increases in funding for transportation and the Meals on Wheels program.

 

Cynthia D. Voorhees of Somerset County asks, "How is it that an increase in the over-65 population results in a tremendous per capita decrease in funds? In Somerset County, for the first three quarters of 2008, there was an increase of 6 percent in the number of trips versus the total number in 2007. This was 525,000 trips for 23,000 registered clients. One third of the older adults who live alone do not have someone readily available to meet their transportation needs. Even those living with relatives often do not have transportation available. In today’s world, most of the relatives are employed and the volunteer pool drastically has been reduced. Persons who may be available to do volunteer transport are more hesitant to do so due to liability issues. A neglect to meet this growing demand will adversely affect the mental health of Seniors who may already be confronted with having their wheels taken away. It is evident that an 8 percent decrease in allocation of funds is unacceptable, and I support the Commission’s recommendation for an increase in funding...The time to be proactive is now."

 

Senator Jeff Van Drew of Cape May County came to advocate for the transportation needs of the Seniors and Disabled. Adequate transportation services are a lifeline to their doctors, medical care, food stores, and other necessary places. For example, those people on dialysis who need to access this treatment. Without these services, we are going to have people who are going to lose their lives. George Martch, Advisory Council, Division on Aging, Mercer County supports increases for Meals on Wheels and transportation. Sy Larson, President of the NJ AARP wants increased funding for transportation, meals, and PAAD. Marikay Green, Salem County Office on Aging, as well as David Grennon of Cumberland County, came to support transportation bills S1830 and A2046.

 

Kathleen Edmond, Director of Ocean County’s Ocean Ride Program reports, "The Ocean County Transportation System was created in 1977 through the Office on Aging. The intent was to provide reliable transportation to Senior Citizens, to safely get to and from medical treatment, often provided outside of county boundaries at that time. Demand for this service has continued to increase rapidly along with the development of a multitude of retirement communities in our region. Over the years, the county system has greatly modernized and has been transformed and expanded to become a major provider throughout our extensive county. We have over 683 square miles of area. We serve 33 towns, and we are home to 91 adult communities. Our Senior population accounts for more than 160,000 persons, which represents 27 percent of our total population. Our Veteran population today stands at 70,000. During the mid 1980s, several county departments worked cooperatively to implement expanded transportation service. This effort was spurred with the new funding from the Casino Revenue Fund. It has taken us three decades to reach our current level, but last year we provided more than 427,000 passenger trips. Trips are provided on a systemwide basis, which today includes 17 bus routes, reserve-a-ride service, Veterans’ transportation, specialized transportation for Persons with Disabilities, special group trips and a transportation mini-grant. I believe we are the only county in the state to do this, where we help support the local non-profits within our county. Demand for service in all categories continues to surge. On our busiest day in the reservations area – this is where we handle medical trips – we receive 600 to 700 telephone calls from all across Ocean County requesting door-to-door transportation for medical appointments. While our Board of Chosen Freeholders provides approximately 51 percent of our annual funding, the $300,000 Casino cut, the most severe cut across the state, will impact our operation in 2009." 

 

She continued, "Another transportation concern is evacuation. During the wildfires of 2005, which impacted Stafford and Barnegat Townships, Ocean Ride was called to the rescue. We assisted right along with other responders and actually helped to transport Seniors, many of whom relied on mobility devices, from local nursing homes. It was a caravan. It was a sight that I have never seen within my county, and I am so thankful that we had the resources to respond." 

 

She concluded, "Ocean County supports the efforts of New Jersey COST and this Commission in terms of Assembly bills and Senate bills. We have also done the "Please Save My Ride" campaign. This is just one of hundreds that we have back in our office, and we are working with Mr. Vieira, President of COST, to make this come to fruition."

 

Michael Vieira, President, of the New Jersey Council on Special Transportation (NJ COST) stated, "New Jersey Human Services and Transportation is in a serious financial crisis that is affecting every county, municipality, and social service agency in the state. This crisis negatively impacts New Jersey’s older adult population, Persons with Disabilities, economically disadvantaged, Veterans, and other transportation-dependent persons. In July 2008, NJ COST sent letters out to Governor Corzine, Senate President Richard Codey, and Assembly Speaker Joseph Roberts, asking them to set up a bipartisan committee to review long- and short-term solutions to the transportation funding crisis. No response has been received from those letters." 

 

NJ COST’s "Please Help Save My Ride" Campaign began 9/19/08. Twenty thousand full-color petitions were distributed across New Jersey and signed by our riders. Within the first three weeks, 15,000 were signed. Right now more than twenty thousand petitions are now signed and being prepared to be delivered to our Legislators and Governor Corzine.

 

Transportation for the Disabled

Marianne Valls, Member, Senior and Disabled Transportation Program Citizens Advisory Board, Jersey City, expressed, "All opportunities, be they work, education, or social, begin with transportation. The Americans with Disabilities Act calls for People with Disabilities to be included in all aspects of society. Inclusion begins with accessible transportation. I'm sorry. Lack of transportation forces segregation for a class of people that for too long have remained unseen and been unheard. In my view, lack of transportation is a major cause of this segregation. All transportation -- all society loses when one segment of the community cannot contribute simply because getting from one place to another has become impossible. Special transportation is not a luxury for People with Disabilities, but, like the rest of the public, a necessity. I would urge the officials here to imagine the outcry -- what the outcry would be --if you drastically cut mass transit as you seem to be cutting special transportation." 


She reminded us, "Special transportation creates taxpayers, shoppers, movie goers, and diners. In this troubled economy, taxes are taxes and spending is spending, regardless whether a person is using a mobility device, visually limited, or has other limitations. People just need a way to support the very troubled economy. That support begins with special transportation. "

She remarked, "If I may make one last comment, this nation is about to celebrate a historic inauguration of the first black president. One of the hallmarks of the civil rights movement was Rosa Parks' refusal to sit in the back of the bus. I would respectfully remind you that there are many times when People with Disabilities can't even get on the bus. Lack of continued funding ensures that now there won't even be a bus."

 

Kathy Wood is the Director of the Heightened and Independence Progress for Hudson County. She said, " I work to assist People who have Disabilities to participate as fully as possible in community-based activities. Accessible transportation is a vital component of full inclusion. The reality for the majority of Paratransit passengers is that they are dependent on the service not only to access community-based services, but for life-sustaining medical treatments."


She continued, "Secondly, as a Person with multiple Disabilities, I depend on Paratransit services in order to remain employed. The progression of my disabilities has made it impossible for me to continue using the overcrowded mass transit system in my urban environment. Paratransit is what makes a difference between my remaining a taxpayer and my becoming a tax dependent. There are many other individuals who are productive citizens because in part of the availability of Paratransit services."


She concluded, "People with Disabilities are, in large measure silent constituents. As a group, we generally do not make our voices heard on issues that are crucial to our lives. Instead, most People with Disabilities rely upon organizations and advocates to speak for them. I am submitting this testimony to strongly support continuing funding for Paratransit services."

 

Neil Ross, Resident, Passaic County, began "First of all, I want to say that I support the legislation to increase the transportation funding. I'm concerned for our Seniors who may live in a residence that is off the beaten path not near a bus route, but as well as Persons with Disabilities young and old alike who use Paratransit for employment, shopping, education, recreational activities, and I'd even like to see the services expand. I know in this day and age, just to break even we're lucky because the basic things in life, the equal things in life with our able-bodied counterparts, for example the idea of going to a council meeting and meeting your elected officials in public to address an issue, if there's no transportation, you can't do that. Paratransit doesn't always operate in the evening, so just as an equal citizen you don't get that. Whatever we can do to improve the service, increase the transportation funding. I think it is vital."

 

Debra Behnke, Director, Salem County Office for the Disabled said, "Transportation for Persons with Disabilities is important in Salem County. Transportation gives my Consumers with Disabilities access to medical appointments, education opportunities, and other necessary appointments. Due to our rural nature, public transit is almost non-existent for Persons with Disabilities in Salem County. We are a county with 64,000 residents with 20 percent of those Disabled and 15 to 20 percent are Seniors. Programs supported by the Casino Revenue Fund are a definite must for Salem County government to continue to serve its most vulnerable population." 

 

Anne Miller, Disability and Transportation Advisory Councils, Warren County, spoke, "The purpose of the Council is to improve the quality of life for county Residents with Disabilities by advocating for their rights, equality, and accessibility needs. Warren County Disability Council is here today to support the recommendations of the Casino Revenue Fund Advisory Commission in their 2008 annual report. In particular, the funds earmarked for transportation and health services are primary in ensuring that Persons with Disabilities can live as independently as possible with a community of their choice." 

 

She continued, "Within New Jersey, approximately 1.0 million residents are Persons with Disabilities. More specifically in Warren County, 12.3 percent of Warren County residents have disabilities, for the majority of those individuals -- 71 percent -- with disabilities falling within the age range of 20 to 64. We are seeing a rise in numbers of Persons with Disabilities who choose to remain in the community and live in as independent an environment as their abilities will allow. The growing demand for services is critical, and additional funds need to be earmarked to meet the need." 

 

She observed, "Accessible public transportation within the county to other New Jersey counties is very, very limited. We are constantly being asked on the street, by friends, by neighbors, people coming to the Council why they can't leave the county or even go out in the evening. Very special arrangements had to be made just to get them to the Warren County Fair. The 2000 Warren County Department of Human Services strategic plan notes that ridership -- and that translates to individual trips -- on Route 57 shuttle, has increased by 270 percent, and that's since 2003. A lot more people on Warren County's Route 57 are looking up and down the road wondering where that bus is. Countywide focus groups listed ‘transportation options’ as one of the top needs. Human Services projects 200,000 trips by the year 2010." 

 

Ms. Miller concluded, "In Warren County, the implementation of the ADRC has become apparent that needs of Persons with Disabilities in many instances are similar in nature to the needs of Seniors. The resources we earmark for this population should be reflective of that need. The utilization of the Casino Revenue Funds target the most vulnerable and isolated citizens of our state and is critical to meeting the needs of New Jersey."

 

Elizabeth Jane Heap began, "Most of my friends call me Bow Jane or Bow, and I am totally blind from birth. I work for the Bergen County Division of Senior Services. I wanted to talk to you today was to tell you that, if it weren't for community transportation I wouldn't even be here. For one thing, I'd be a menace on the road if I ever drove, and so don't think I'd better do that. Ramsey is where I live in the northern part of the county. There is no public transportation per se, except for the train that goes into New York City. Therefore, I don't have the availability to be able to get down here without community transportation. I consider them a life line. These services are absolutely essential, and if we didn't have them, I don't know where we would be in terms of independence and in terms of being a taxpaying citizen. So I just wanted to let you know that this is vitally important."

 

Elizabeth Shea, Assistant Executive Director, The Arc of New Jersey, said, "Transportation services provided by the Senior Citizen and Disabled Residents Transportation (SCDRTAP) Assistance Program are the lifeline to community participation for many individual with Developmental Disabilities, most of whom are unable to drive. Unfortunately, that lifeline is not always available and the current transportation system is already overburdened, leaving more families to have to provide transportation to their loved ones. The strain on families where parents must provide transportation to and from work, shopping, medical appointments, and social activities seven days a week throughout the year is incredible. It is important to note that with a residential waiting list of over 8,000 individuals, families are already strained well beyond what they can reasonably bear. I support A2046/S1830."

 

Dialysis Transportation

Michael Vieira observed, "Today, many of the community transportation systems are experiencing waiting lists for services especially dialysis. Dialysis transportation is becoming a major concern, not only for the 21 county transportation systems, but also for the numerous municipalities and social service agencies throughout the state. Unlike 20 years ago, people needing dialysis transportation services were not living long lives, and seats on a vehicle frequently became available. Thankfully, with today’s medical technology, people on dialysis are living much longer and normal lives. But the seat on a bus for a new dialysis rider is less frequent, and waiting lists continue to grow."

 

Kathleen Edmund of Ocean County further stated, "We are also experiencing a dramatic increase in the requests for long-term standing order service to get to and from dialysis treatment. Last year, Ocean Ride provided more than 56,000 dialysis trips within our county. With that effort, we still have a waiting list which fluctuates on a daily basis, but that waiting list today is 45 individuals." 

Transportation and importance of services and A2046

Dotty Cullen of Cumberland County relayed the following.  On January 25, 1998, I suffered a massive stroke which left me paralyzed on the left side of my body. ..In one second my whole life changed and I have been confined to a wheelchair since. Living with a disability has not been easy.  It has been a life of struggle, trials, having your values, your self-esteem destroyed.  However, through the grace of God and  all the programs that have been available to me in this great state, I would not be here today.

Probably most of you people don’t know about or have never ridden a CATS bus. So I just wanted to explain to you.   I have had to go to therapy, counseling, doctors’care –all under one roof-- and this was known as “Adult Parital Care.”.  It was in the Millville Hospital in Cumberland County. Now, I was in this program four months, eight hours a day.  Now how did I get there?  The CATS bus picked me up each morning, fully equipped, handicapped accessible , trained drivers with compassion, sensitivity, put me on a ramp, for safety. They put me on the ramp, lifted the ramp up to the bus, strapped me down for safety, and they took me there and brought me home safe and sound. 

Our veterans have been using CATS for 20 years.  They depend on CATS to go to the Wilmington VA Hospital for health care treatment..  There is the blind who go to the Winchester Blind Center in Cumberland County for survival. They learn how to adapt and cope with their disability.  CATS takes them there everyday. There are those who go to get x-ray, MRIs, special doctors, grocery shopping, and even depend on CATS for the laundromat.  

This bill A2046 needs to be passed so it can be placed on Governor Corzine’s desk to be signed, and there is not doubt about it; Governor Corzine will sign this bill.  You know why?  Because he has experienced the trauma, the trials of being disabled.  He has lived with a disability and he realizes that you need therapy, treatments, counseling, skilled doctors’ care and medication to survive.   

You can have all the material things in the world; you can work hard all your life and have all the things that money can buy, but you don’t know what you have until you lose it. In one second, your whole life can change.  You have heard from a miracle woman who came here today to ask for your support to pass this bill and allow us to live the American dream.  Thank you.

 

Reduced Transportation to Senior Centers

Noreen Best of Bergen County reported, "Our Senior Centers serve over 8,000 Seniors throughout the county. The fastest growing segment of this population is the 85-plus cohort. These Seniors are the ones who are most dependent on the centers for the hot meals, socialization, and health and wellness programs. Because they often live alone, our centers provide them a vital link to activity, while the staff and other participants offer the comfort of someone to watch over them. Many of them don't drive or shouldn't be driving, and are very dependent on Bergen County Division of Community Transportation for getting them to and from Centers for food shopping, doctors appointments, recreational opportunities, etc." 

 

She continued, "All of our Centers have a nutrition component, which is vital to the well-being of our older, frailer Seniors. Without the socialization, nutritional, and health and wellness programs available for these Seniors, they would be home by themselves vulnerable to depression and not eating. Participation at Senior Centers is vital for our frail, elderly Seniors in Bergen County and without transportation they can't get to a center.... The Palisade Park Senior Center doesn't have transportation to it anymore. It stopped 10 or 12 years ago."

Pat Rumi, Borough of Fort Lee Parking Authority, Bergen County stated, "The Parking Authority does all the transportation for our Seniors. We do the medical program in conjunction with the county. We bring our Seniors to the Senior Center, nutrition program, for activities, and we have a medical program that’s 3 days a week for people to go to dialysis and physical therapy. There’s no way anybody could cut a program for transportation because these Seniors, without transportation, become shut-ins. There is no way for them to get out of their homes. So all these programs need more money. There is no way anybody could cut them. It would just be a disaster for all these Seniors."

Anna Antoninich from Atlantic City who attends the Ventnor Nutrition site said, I beg and pray this country to give us the transportation we need.  People like me, handicapped or disabled, we are so many. I need transportation for the doctors, for exercise therapy, to go to  AARP meetings and for attending the nutrition program. I belong and I am very active. I try to do my best and I pray that they give to us, transportation that we need. I talk for me and for all the senior citizens. 

 

Safe Housing and Escorted Transportation

The purpose of the Safe Housing and Transportation Program is to provide a safe environment for Senior Citizens through the provision of home repair services, safety improvements, and escorted transportation services. The escorted transportation program is prioritized to serve Seniors living in high crime areas, with special emphasis being placed on frail Elderly 75+ and Elderly living alone. Programs funded under Residential Maintenance focus on alleviating existing conditions which are detrimental to the health and safety of the Elderly. The Safe Housing and Transportation Program is administered through the 21 Area Agencies on Aging.

 

Susan Lennon remarks, "Safe housing and escorted transportation has not been increased ever. It's been decreased. In fact, Warren County gets a whopping $10,000 a year to provide safe housing, home repairs and escorted transportation to our residents. $10,000."

 

Bob Schavinato said, " We run the Safe Housing Program for Camden County. The objective of the program is to provide a safe home environment for Senior homeowners to prevent institutionalization in nursing homes or assisted living, which is always at the taxpayers’ expense. The program was conceived in 1996, and our outcomes focus on constructing exterior ramps, installing grab bars in bathrooms, fixing windows and doors, replacing worn or broken locks, putting smoke and carbon monoxide detectors in, repairing or replacing exterior wires, and performing light plumbing repairs. This is all funded out of the Casino Revenue Commission funding. Since 1996, $750,000 has been used to perform repairs in 3,658 Senior households in Camden County. With these funds, we were able to keep these Seniors in their homes." 

 

He explained, "The problem is funding has been static since 1996. The needs are greater and the costs have increased. The ramp service we provide is limited to $2,000 per house, and that limit has been in place since 1996. Since 2003, material costs have increased between 22 and 42 percent. So what one could purchase for a $2,000 ramp in 2003 is producing far smaller projects now. Labor costs are up. Our agency is a small non-profit and we are really getting socked there. Since 2004, we have constructed 108 ramps, 68 sets of steps, 30 doors repaired or replaced, and installed 210 locks. In 2006, 649 grab bars were installed. We were able to use some money from the Community Development Block Grant Program to help offset the fact that the Casino Revenue hasn’t been able to keep pace with the charges that are necessary to provide the service." 

 

He finished, "Originally, the program was designed just for Seniors, but we began to serve the Disabled last year, when Camden merged Disabled and Senior services together under one division. Our grant restricts us to providing services to Senior homeowners. So we can’t work with tenants. We can work with people in modular housing developments, but there are some restrictions on that because of the fact that they don’t always own the land on which the modular home sits. Technically, we don’t have a waiting list for our service, although in reality, we do. Once the funding is exhausted for the program, we ask the Seniors to reapply when funding comes around again. So, in essence, there really is a waiting list." 

 

Paulann Pierson, Cape May, observed, "Some municipalities allocate part of the small city’s Community Development Block Grant monies to fund needs such as home modifications for accessibility. The waiting list for these funds is so lengthy, they really aren’t a useful resource for situations that require an urgent response. One family had to give up the dream of caring for a family member at home, because the lack of access made it impossible to get him out to needed therapy." She continued, "There is a pilot program, the Modular Ramp and Low Tread, Low Riser Step Program in Middlesex and Union Counties. This program began in the Department of Human Services Division in 2007. It provides eligible participants with a modular ramp designed to enable people to get into and out of their homes. The pilot program is funded by the Kessler Foundation and is also supported by the Edison Job Corps, New Jersey Institute of Technology, Cerebral Palsy of New Jersey, New Jersey Department of Community Affairs, New Jersey Protection and Advocacy (now Disability Rights New Jersey), and the Middlesex and Union Counties Offices for the Disabled. The main thrust of the program right now is to get people access to employment. To be eligible applicants must either be employed, seeking employment outside the home, attending traditional vocational school or volunteering for the purpose of obtaining future employment." 

 

She concluded, "We need to expand this program to the rest of the State of New Jersey. I would urge the Advisory Commission to recommend allocation of Casino Revenue Funds to extend this much-needed program for the Disabled of New Jersey. At the present time the Safe Home Program, is limited to Senior Citizens. Part of the problem is that many people think that if a person has a Disability, then they are a Senior Citizen. I work with people from childhood up until Senior Citizen age. Equity in some of those services would just be really acknowledging the reality."

 

Vice Chair Jim Thebery added, " The other piece that you brought to our attention is, with this modular ramp program, you really increase the current accessible housing stock without dreaming of this new complex one day that will be built somewhere else, which may or may not segregate People with Disabilities. This ramp program gives them more freedom to live in whatever neighborhood they please. Thank you."

 

Joyce Cossaboon, Shirley Eves Center, Cumberland County, asked, "If the Modular Ramp and Safe Housing program can be available in two counties, why can’t it be available in 21 counties? We need to try to find the funding and the legislation to get these things to happen." Jim Thebery replied, "As Chair of the Association for County Disability Services, for the new year, we are going to make that a priority, to look at that and see if we can get funding from either the Casino Revenue Fund or from Kessler Foundation or another source so all counties in New Jersey will have that program. I think it’s overdue."

 

Maureen McCormick of the Chore Handy Man Program, Bergen County, said, "Elderly or Disabled Persons need minor repairs to keep their homes safe and allow them to live independently, thus avoiding costly and often unwanted institutionalization. Last year, Chore served almost 1,600 people and completed almost 4,000 home repairs. Ninety-four percent of the population Chore serves are of moderate means or less, with 72 percent at the low or extremely low poverty level. Chore performs necessary home repairs for these Elderly and Disabled clients free of charge, except for the cost of parts needed for the repair. Chore focuses on providing services to those with the greatest needs, the most vulnerable Elderly who cannot make needed repairs themselves, can't afford to pay someone, and have no other resources to help them."

 

She added, "Chore visits are prescheduled, and handy persons arrive in one of two vans, special marked vans, with the Chore logo. The volunteers wear clear, easy-to-read identification tags, thus ensuring that the client feels confident and comfortable in allowing them into their home. We go out five days a week all year long. Chore is also unique in that it is Seniors helping Seniors. It addresses the need for Seniors to be active and feel they are contributing to their community, because my Chore volunteers are also Senior Citizens. They range in age 60, 70, 80, and I got a couple of 90-year-old guys going out there. The Senior handy persons benefit from the interaction they get with other volunteers and staff, and also derive great satisfaction from being able to use their skills in a productive way that helps others. " 

 

She concluded, "We do have critical needs. Volunteers are the backbone, but volunteering is not free, so funding is really necessary in a couple of key areas. We have a backlog of about six weeks' worth of waiting, because we only have two vans and a handful of volunteers. Extra funding to help us staff, like crew chiefs for our drivers are very important. We need extra money to get 3 additional vans. We have to maintain the vans, insurance is a big issue, and one part-time employee that coordinates all of this. We hope that you can continue to help fund Chore, and as I said, maybe give us a little bit extra because there's so many more seniors that need our help."

 

State Respite Program

Elizabeth Shea, Assistant Executive Director, The Arc of New Jersey, spoke, "The Arc of New Jersey is the largest statewide advocacy group for individuals with intellectual and other Developmental Disabilities in New Jersey. We have more than 18,000 members and families. We work to ensure that the estimated 130,000 in New Jersey with intellectual and other related Developmental Disabilities have the services and supports they need to realize their individual potential and participate fully in community life. The Arc of New Jersey is responsible for statewide policy development and advocacy activities including governmental affairs, public relations, community outreach, and information and referral. We also work closely with our 20 affiliated local county chapters who provide services to all of New Jersey’s 21 counties." 

 

She added, "Many of the supports and services that individuals with Developmental Disabilities and their families rely on receive support from the Casino Revenue Fund. Respite Care allows the parents to have a much needed break from the stress of constant caregiving. These services are already significantly underfunded, and, although we are facing difficult fiscal times, any decrease in funding to Developmental Disabilities services will be devastating. In many areas of the state, families are on waiting lists for Respite Care. Providers of services for People with Developmental Disabilities have not seen an adequate cost of living adjustment to their contracts with the state for 15 years. Please fund these programs." 

 

Susan Riley, South Jersey Healthcare Community Services began, "I am a social worker with South Jersey Healthcare, particularly in the home care department. I get referrals from a nurse saying something is wrong in the house. What I’m seeing is a shut-in, no ramp, no meals, transportation to get to the doctor. The most vulnerable people are the ones I see in Cumberland, Atlantic, and Gloucester Counties. What I have seen that really works is the Statewide Respite Program. I am here to urge you to increase funding for that program. I am doing it in Salem and Cumberland Counties. It’s keeping people out of nursing homes."

 

Linda Loveland, South Jersey Healthcare Community Services said, "I am here to speak as a client of the Statewide Respite Program. I am a nurse and I do home care services. My 28-year old son Jamie is totally disabled and is quadriplegic. I still have to toilet him, feed him, and totally care for him. Just this past year, I tried to use the Statewide Respite money for the first time with the Cash Advance Program, because in years past, I have used the Statewide Respite Program to take a vacation, which was great." 

 

She continued, "This past year, we took a trailer at the shore and we added an accessible room and bathroom built on to it. We’re hoping to use that money from the Statewide Respite Program in order to allow him to share a vacation with the rest of his family. It’s not fair that five of his siblings get to go on vacation with Mom and Dad, and he would have to stay home with the respite worker."

 

She concluded, "I cannot tell you how difficult it is raising my son every day. What I have to do every morning before I go to work and every evening when I get home from work. I take him to college on Tuesday nights. He works every day. I sit with him through his college courses every Tuesday night, because there is no transportation to take him to the college. He needs to have a career. He’s not going to be able to depend on Mom and Dad forever. If I could have someone who could cross that county line with the transportation to the college, I would be freed up on that Tuesday night. It’s a very difficult situation, and I welcome anyone sitting on this panel, if they had any questions about the difficulty, my son would be more than happy to share an entire day with you." 

 

Katherine Johnston, Disabled Advisory Council, Salem County said, "I am a caregiver. I am the mother of a quadriplegic 26-year-old son. He was disabled six years ago in an accident. The services that the Casino Commission money provides are essential to our Disabled and Aging community in Salem County. Respite is relief and regeneration. It’s essential to my ability to keep Dan at home."

 

Congregate Housing Program

Doug Struyk, CEO of Christian Health Care Center, Bergen and Passaic Counties; Chair, New Jersey Association of Homes and Services for the Aging, began, "We have 140 non-profit members throughout New Jersey who provide a full continuum of services to the Elderly. I want to address this morning those members who participate in the Congregate Housing Services Program, which of course Commissioner and Administrator White is very familiar with. 2,700 residents, 63 providers across 17 counties in New Jersey have a history of receiving support from the funding that you oversee, and it has certainly made a difference. My testimony also includes letters that we've received from members and consumers that participate from this program as well. It has certainly been a success. It's a win, because Seniors are able to live in a setting that they choose; rather than necessarily looking to an institutional setting - which Seniors continue to tell us is not their first choice. While those settings are appropriate in some cases, when a Senior can stay in their home, and if it happens to be a subsidized setting, that's certainly more preferable. It's also a much more efficient use of public resources. The Congregate Housing Services Program enables nutritious meals, housekeeping, and other important services that are needed for Seniors to remain in those kind of settings, and it enables them, again, to be used most efficiently."

 

He continued, "New Jersey, you're aware, is seeing a significant rise in its Senior population. Thankfully, Governor Corzine and others are supporting the need to increase affordable housing which will provide greater options and opportunities for these kind of monies to be used that much more efficiently. The JACC and the CAP programs are successful. We'd encourage the Commission to look at ways by which your funds can be perhaps eligible for federal matching. Are there opportunities under existing or proposed or potential waivers where your monies could be stretched even further by looking for those who access the CHSP program and who meet federal criteria to enable the State to pull down more funding? Might that be an opportunity to stretch? You have many worthy programs to support. I'm joined here today by people - who I'm very impressed and humbled to be among - who have great needs that they're supporting. You have the work of Solomon to do in figuring out how to stretch all these dollars, but we're thankful that this program has been among those that has been supported for so many years, and as you continue to work, we encourage you to continue to support this program and the Seniors whose lives it makes a tremendous difference in."

 

Senator Weinberg, Member of the Commission, asks, "Doug, do you have any specific ideas that we might share in the future on how this money can use waivers to get more federal funds?" Mr. Sturyk replied, " There are many -- if not most of the Seniors who live in subsidized housing, many of them meet the federal poverty income criteria that would enable a conventional waiver, federal waiver, for funding provided to them for these services to potentially meet that federal criteria. It's our understanding that the JACC and the CAP programs have to some extent been
structured in a way to do that, but for those Seniors who access the CHSP program it's somewhat complicated. If there is a way to carve out those Seniors accessing the CHSP program who do meet waiver criteria, it's something that would be worthy of looking at. As waivers are modified whether that's the 1915 or the 1115 or the other waivers that are proposed, if there's ways to stretch those dollars and pull down more federal monies, that's a win. I'd be happy with our association both in New Jersey, as well as nationally, to work with the Department of Health and Senior Services to see if we can suggest ways in which that might be done that doesn't add a more extensive administrative burden. That is a win in a sense of being able to draw down more federal dollars, so I'll certainly pledge that support."

 

Marilyn White, Administrator of the Congregate Housing Services Program, responds, " ...as far as the Congregate Housing Services Program and federal funding taking advantage of waivers that are out there, our program works in conjunction with a number of the waiver programs in the Senior housing sites. I know with consolidation of some of the waiver programs, in the big picture over the next several years, there may be ideas out there on how we can expand the services and take advantage of the federal match. Right now, we're working on consolidating waiver programs to provide services in the community. Those services are also available to folks who live in the same buildings where the Congregate Housing Services Program operates. We sort of complement each other at this point and are able to expand services to some folks who may fall through the cracks in some of the other programs."

 

Congregate Housing programs are not available in every county. Ms. Lennon from Warren County noted, "We do not have a Congregate Housing program in Warren County. We would love to, so if that ever opened up, we'll be the first in line."

 

Laura Berkin, Coordinator, Congregate Service, Jewish Community Housing Corporation, Essex County began, "As one of three Coordinators for Congregate Services for the Jewish Community Housing Corporation, we serve over 250 Seniors annually at three buildings and have served Seniors for over 25 years with the congregate services grant. Our mission is to provide support services to low-income Elderly and/or Disabled residents as they age in place in subsidized housing. Services include assistance with activities of daily living, such as housekeeping, supervision of personal care, shopping, laundry and linen change, meal preparation, companionship, and weekend meals. The program allows flexibility of services for short- or long-term assistance depending on the needs of the resident. This program is a vital alternative for residents in order to avoid premature extended or inappropriate institutionalization to a nursing facility. Due to the high cost of assisted living facilities, which they cannot afford, and a limited number of Medicaid-dedicated beds, many would have no choice but to be relocated without the congregate program."

 

She continued, "Coordinators like myself also act as liaisons between the building staff and residents' families, many times alerting family members to a decline in physical health or mental status before their loved ones are in crisis. We act as referral outreach sources to community services for the residents and their families, many who are not aware of care options available to them. Please help us to continue this crucial program as these residents age and their needs change. Just because their ability and health is declining doesn't mean they don't deserve to continue living independently in a social environment on their own terms."

 

Susan Bruncati, Executive Director, Asbury Tower, Monmouth County starts, "Asbury Tower is a Senior Citizen affordable housing complex in Asbury Park. We have 350 Senior apartments; we have assisted living and the Congregate Services Program. We are one of four sites for these kinds of programs within PHS Senior Living. We serve about 100 people every day. Part of PHS’s philosophy is to serve the Seniors of New Jersey and to give them options, to give them choices. We allow them to live with dignity, enabling them to age in place until the end of their lives. The Congregate Services Program is what PHS is all about." 

 She continued, "Asbury Tower was one of the first to receive the Congregate Services Grant. Since we started, we have seen changes in our programs in many of our buildings. We also provide persons with meals. The average age at Asbury Tower is 82. The range is from 62 to 102. Many residents are house-bound and some are bed-ridden. As we know today, people are living longer, so the needs of these services are increasing every day. There are sometimes as many as 400 people living in my building. These people are grandmas and grandpas. They have served the country, and now they are asking you for that favor in return. Without the Congregate Services Program, many of my residents would not be living independently; they would have to go to a nursing home. We do have assisted living in our building which also helps to support some of them. What does this mean to the state? The total funding of this program from the state is only $9 million. In my building, it is $93,000 for 100 people, or $930 each per year. If one of the people we serve goes into a nursing home, you are talking $72,000 a year. We are helping to keep 100 people out of a nursing home. We usually provide these residents housekeeping, laundry, a hot meal for lunch, chore services, and shopping services." 

 

She gave an example, "Mr. G has a monthly adjusted income of $554. His rent is $261. His rent is subsidized by Section 8. For the rest of the month, he has $300 to live on. You and I can’t live on $300 a month. How does this man do it? He has no family. He is a bachelor. He is an amputee and diabetic. Somehow he volunteers three times a week at the Jersey Shore Medical Center. It is difficult for him to cook, clean, and shop. How does he get by? He pays 5 cents a meal. He pays 85 cents an hour for housekeeping. He pays 75 cents a week for shopping, and 90 cents to have his laundry done. That totals to about $14 a month." 

 

Ms. Berkin concluded, "I will do whatever it takes to support this program, because the Congregate Services Program is keeping 100 people that we serve every day out of a nursing home. And they are living with dignity and it is their choice. We just can’t take that away from them. I understand the fiscal needs of the state. I understand what the Commission is going through, but please remember Mr. G and the rest of my residents when trying to make the decision about the Congregate Services Program. Without all of you, they would be in a nursing home." 

 

Joseph Woods, Older Americans Housing, Spotswood, Middlesex County began, "We have about 200 residents, with 120 of them participating in the Congregate Services Program. One of the things that is very helpful to our residents. The Congregate Services Program provides extra services to them in their homes when they come back from the hospital. They come back in very frail health and now they can have a meal delivered and served and other services provided. Please provide more funding for the Congregate Services Program." 

 

Kathy Alexander, Older Americans Housing, Spotswood, Middlesex County commented on a statement from a resident, " Yvonne says, ‘The Congregate Program does what it sets out to do. It enables Seniors to remain in their homes and age with grace and dignity as they intended.’ Yvonne is absolutely right, it is the best program out there for Senior Citizens in New Jersey. Please provide more funding for the Congregate Services Program." 

 

Karen Scalera, Executive Director, Oak Woods Senior Living, Middlesex County, addressed the Commission, " The congregate living center has 188 apartments in twelve buildings with 180 residents, ages 37 to 109, and they serve Elderly and Disabled. The average income is $11,900 a year. They pay 30 percent of their income in rent. They have easy access to congregate services because there are already services in the building. 101 residents have taken part in the program in one way or another, some take meals, some only housekeeping. We have served 4,480 meals, we have provided 1,300 hours of housekeeping. And in that cost, the State saved $68,000 per person. Disabled non-elderly residents make up about 10 percent. They try to accommodate special needs diets. A few years ago, they decided to hire their own cook so they had more control over the quality of the food, and to allow for special diets. Medication management seems to be a top priority that some people need. It’s important because if they don’t watch their own medication, and they miss some doses, they end up being hospitalized until their medical condition is back under control. We brought about 30 letters from residents who support congregate housing services they are receiving." 

 

Adult Protective Services/Guardianship Programs

David Ricci, State Coordinator, Adult Protective Services (APS), State Department of Health and Senior Services began, " The abuse and neglect that I see involving our Elders in NJ is unfortunately alive and well and on the rise. In the last decade, the number of abuse cases has spread from 3,700 to 4,600 which is a 24 percent increase. Not only is the number of cases increasing, but they are becoming more complex. There is a growing number of financial exploitation cases and cases that end in guardianships. The decline in the economy is causing an increase in these cases. In 2003, 160 guardianships were instituted by Adult Protective Services. In 2006, there were 260 guardianship cases." 

 

Mr. Ricci concluded, "The APS budget has remained at $4.1 million since 2000. This is putting a serious strain on the county APS provider agencies. Thirteen counties use Boards of Social Services to provide APS services. Because of the financial strain, counties are dropping the APS services. In addition, five non-profit county APS agencies are even more fiscally strained than the Boards of Social Services. APS throughout the State is at a crisis. We cannot meet the mandatory statutory requirements of responding to cases within three days. Without additional funding, vulnerable adults and Seniors are at great risk." 

 

Adult Protective Services is not a program where a waiting list is acceptable or legal. By statute APS must respond to a referral of abuse, neglect, or exploitation within 72 hours and continue intervention until the client is no longer at risk. The county provider agencies are questioning their ability to continue to respond to a crisis within those parameters.

 

Scott Crowell and Gary Moellers, Cumberland County Guidance Center reported, "The Cumberland County Guidance Center is predominantly a mental health center. Scott Crowell is the Supervisor of Adult Protective Services in Cumberland County. With Adult Protective Services we investigate abuse, neglect, and exploitation with the population we call "vulnerable adults". A "vulnerable adult" is someone who is either 18 years or older who has a mental or physical disability, or the consumer can be 60 years or over without the mental or physical disability. The person must lack sufficient capacity to make and carry out decisions for themselves. So we try to help those who are really incapable of helping themselves and are subject to abuse, neglect, or exploitation. We work on a referral basis. In 2001, we averaged 70 referrals per year with two full-time staff. From 2002 to 2006, we averaged 120+ referrals a year with one full-time staff and two part-time employees." 

 

He added, "Since 2001, there has been no substantial additional funding provided to the program. Now we have one full-time employee and a vacancy for one part-time employee. It has become very difficult to fill this position due to the limited hours. Another problem is the cost of guardianship when it is needed. The cost is probably between $3,000 and $5,000, which our legal line wouldn’t even begin to cover. We need funding to administer the program correctly. The quality of service begins to suffer for these vulnerable adults. This is a state-mandated program. Every county has to have it and so if something were to happen and the agency were to give it up, Adult Protective Services is not something that the county can go a day without." 

 

Gary Moellers said, "We have not received any additional funding since the years 2000. We have had to make operational changes, reduce budget lines, take the chance that we are not going to run in to guardianship cases, get creative with how we facilitate them happening, because that’s something we’re not able to provide even though the program says we should do that. We have had a reduction in staff. If we can’t run the program the way it’s supposed to be run legally, if we can’t comply with the 72-hour response times, maybe we’re going to have to give up the contract because we have no other money to put into the program." 

 

Mr. Moellers continued, "With inadequate funding and too few staff, we run the risk that something is going to happen. We’re going to hear on the news or read in the papers that a tragedy occurred, because we were not able to provide Adult Protective Services. We cannot continue to operate this program, nor do I believe anyone else could if they took the program over from us. I hope and pray that the decisions we make here today and as the hearings end will ensure that these funds can be available for Adult Protective Services. So at the end of the day, we can all go home and sleep well at night knowing we have done our best."

 

Chairperson Miller asked, " Have you always provided guardianship when it was needed? If those funds are not in your budget, where does the money come from?" Mr. Moeller replied, "We like to think of ourselves as being creative. We try to find other ways to do it. Sometimes we try to petition the family members and putting responsibility back on the family to provide those funds, or find some other means to provide guardianship costs. We have leaned on people to reduce costs. We have encouraged attorneys to be benevolent. But we fully admit that if the judge turned around and said,"I’m sorry; you’re responsible for this," – and that has happened to us – we would not be able to pay the bill. We are not being given enough money to run this program."

 

Edward Tetelman, Esq., Acting Public Guardian for Elderly Adults, State Department of Health and Senior Services said, "We have charge of persons after they have been judged incompetent by the State. When I was appointed in 2002, we had 280 wards. In July 2008, there were 820 wards. Today, we have over 930 living wards, and approximately 200 wards who have died whose accounts must be closed out and their estates administered. The Office of the Public Guardian (OPG) is the equivalent of the Division of Youth and Family Services for the Elderly incapacitated person who has no willing or appropriate family or friend to become guardian. We are their safety net. The majority of our appointments are the result of petitions to the New Jersey Superior Court by Adult Protective Services, hospitals, nursing homes, community agencies, and individuals concerned with the well-being of an incapacitated Elderly person." 

 

He concludes, "...No one wants an error to occur, whether is it a monetary issue or a health or safety issue. Nor do we want to cease accepting guardianships, just as we would not expect DYFS to cease accepting children in need. In order to assure that this does not occur, I am requesting that the Advisory Commission recommend $750,000 be designated for the OPG in the next fiscal year. These funds will allow us to reduce the caseload ration and cover the cost of consultants in the next fiscal year."

 

Pharmaceutical Assistance for the Aged and Disabled (PAAD)

Cosmo Palmisano, reading written testimony from Louis Schwartz (from Bergen County) , "Lou Schwartz is a very, very well-known activist throughout New Jersey, a leader of the AARP, and was past chairman of the Advisory Board for the Division of Senior Services, and is an active member of our legislative committee, asked me to read this statement to you. ‘Good morning. My name is Lou Schwartz. I live in Teaneck. I lived in Bergen County for more than 50 years. I want to explain why I'm here today. The tremendous cost of prescription drugs has been very cruel to Seniors like me. If a person is not covered by a former employer or union, he or she must pay enormous amounts of money for prescriptions, even with Medicare Part D. People who are older, more frail, sick, and on a very fixed income like Social Security with little savings or investment are in a very bad position. The only way we can survive is through PAAD. It means our survival."


He continued, "My friend, Marie, who lives in Fairview, is on dialysis for more than a year, three times per week at Holy Name Hospital. Her total income per month is a little bit over $850. Her husband was disabled at age 47 with a terrible heart condition that then lead to his death 15 years ago. She's 80 years old. PAAD is keeping her alive. Without it, she would either not be able to eat, or she would be forced to spend down the little savings that she has and go on Medicaid, so her life would be diminished, and the standard of her care would be diminished. PAAD is permitting her to stay slightly above water. She must pay $189 a month for transportation to and from Holy Name Hospital because the county transportation is not available early in the morning when she's required to go for her dialysis."

He concluded, "PAAD is funded by the State of New Jersey partially through the Casino Revenue Fund. We desperately need to keep this program funded by the Casino Revenue Fund. Thousands of Seniors in Bergen County are covered under PAAD. If this program changes, or, God forbid, ends, these people will not be able to pay the monthly premium for Medicare D, which could be $30 a month, the co-pays, and then the dreaded doughnut hole will make their lives impossible. It's especially important for people on dialysis, and those who qualify for PAAD. "I can't get it out of my mind this morning that my friend Marie who is struggling to stay alive, weak and frail, has so much trouble even getting on the van to go to the hospital and lives in Fairview, is surviving only because of PAAD. She's in pain, she's weak – she's frightened, and she needs our help. Please keep her alive. Marie needs you."

 

Mary Ann Jordan, Cumberland County, remarked, "You might ask where this money will come from. Well, recently the Governor has passed an increase in the PAAD from $5 to $6 for generic brands and $7 for name brands. This is a great hardship for many Seniors, including myself, who are on PAAD, especially if you’re on multiple drugs on a regular basis. Now the PAAD increase will result in an anticipated savings of $11 million to the state and would be more than enough to support the increased number of citizens who would become eligible for the property tax deduction. And furthermore, since the implementation of the Medicare D program, the PAAD program has saved millions of dollars."

 

While the PAAD program is a lifesaver to many Seniors and Disabled residents, the increased co-pays for prescription drugs are a hardship. At this time, it seems that PAAD is unlikely to have any more reductions in funding. However, there is always the threat of further increases in co-pays, changes in the financial eligibility requirements for participants, and reductions in the program due to lack of supplemental funding for PAAD from the State General Fund. Some Seniors and People with Disabilities on PAAD are already wondering how they will be able to pay for their medications, food, rent, and transportation.

 

Personal Assistance Services Program (PASP)

David Grennon, Director of the Cumberland County Office for the Disabled said, "I would like to first say that all of the current Casino Revenue funded health, financial, and social services programs are important to our clients in their efforts to maintain their independence. Among these is the Personal Assistant Services Program. This program is very important because it provides personal and home care services that allow Individuals with Disabilities to reach their full potential in education, employment, volunteering, or parenting." 


Laura Ramos, Member of Commission, said, "One of the programs that is funded by the Casino Revenue Fund is the Personal Assistant Services Program. If you are over 18 and up to the age of 65, and you are able to have the capacity to fill out a plan and monitor assistants, and you go to work, to school, you volunteer or you parent, you can qualify for this state program. Hunterdon County is one of two counties with the Cash Management Program; it allows one the freedom to hire one’s own Personal Assistants - with or without the use of an agency. Aides can drive a vehicle, take one places, run errands, do the shopping, laundry, basic housekeeping and personal care assistance. I believe that the PASP program, which allows me to volunteer on this Commission, is one of the best programs for the Disabled in the State of New Jersey. The PASP program received more funding a couple of years ago to eliminate the waiting lists. There needs to be more funding for this vital program, because there is a new waiting lists for eligible People with Disabilities who need these services."

 

Ms. Loveland at the Atlantic City hearing spoke of her son, " He is part of the PASP program. However, there are not enough hours nor enough reliable help out there. He qualifies for 25 hours a week. When you figure that it takes two hours to give him a shower, you’ve blown four hours right there. You figure his class is three hours long. This young man has been working on a college degree since 1999 and does not have his Associates’ degree yet. Even when he used the PASP program, I was still probably responsible for more than 50 percent of his transportation because, at the last minute, someone would call and cancel. The two programs that are very, very important to us are transportation and the Respite Program." 

 

Global Options for Long-Term Care/ Aging & Disability Resource Connection 

Susan Lennon, Executive Director, Division of Aging and Disability Services, Warren County addressed the Commission, "In March of 2004, Governor McGreevey executed Executive Order number 100 which authorized the development of the Global long-term care budgeting process. The next year on April 25th, Governor Codey signed Executive Order 31, which named Warren County and Atlantic County as the Aging & Disability Resource Connection (ADRC) pilot counties for the State of New Jersey. On June 21st in 2006, Governor Corzine signed, and Senator Weinberg was the prime sponsor of this legislation, The Independence, Dignity, and Long-Term Care Act -- Choice and Long-Term Care Act, which reallocates state institutional long-term care dollars for use in home and in the community." 

 

She pointed out with pride, "With all of these additional blended funding sources for community-based programs in New Jersey, older and disabled adults through the ADRC, Warren County leads New Jersey in obtaining additional funds for the provision of in-home services and community-based care. In a report I just received from the State Division of Aging and Community Services, Warren County with a population of 102,000 people that ranks 19th out of the 21 counties in New Jersey, we rank 19th with 102,000 people. We are 9th in land mass, we have 365 square miles. We have 256 people per square mile, as opposed to the state average of 1,044. We're a rural county. Our little county has drawn down and captured the third largest amount of funds for Medicaid waiver and home- and community-based services than any county in New Jersey. I want to point this out because the floodgate has not opened yet. Not every county is an ADRC county. We have been very aggressive in capturing dollars and assessing people and making people eligible; also trying to bring services to the Population with Disabilities up to a level that would equal those services available and dedicated for Senior Citizens."

 

She wondered, "If little Warren County can enroll and serve this many people, where is the money going to come from when the other 19 counties in the State of New Jersey learn how to tap into this fund? That means this money from the Casino Revenue Commission is going to be more important than ever in filling the gaps in services. One of the major services that we find most needed is in-home services. Indeed the population of people 85 and older, as it was stated before, are growing faster than anyone - albeit the population 60 and older is growing very quickly also - the oldest old is growing the fastest. We also have people who are Disabled between 18 and 64, who need in-home services and who are entitled and eligible for it. In a rural county such as ours, even though in the State of New Jersey, no county is regarded as rural -- and I would invite anyone to come to Warren County so I could show you how not rural we are. In fact, I know Lou Ortiz is probably still driving around out there. Transportation, home health care, respite care, home health aides, homemaker services -- our aides can't hop on a bus or go to a congregate housing building and work all day. They go from one house and drive 20 miles to the next house. And with the price of gas and a reimbursement rate -- it's nearly impossible."


She concluded, "We need to take a look at inadequate Medicaid and Medicaid waiver reimbursement rates to the home care provider agencies. We need to increase those rates, we need to look at -- we need to hold hearings, we need to take a look at differentials for rural communities so that we can provide services. We cannot get aides -- we have a hundred and six people waiting to be enrolled in the Global Options program that we can't enroll, not because we don't have the money. We do. We don't have the people to serve them. And that's the problem. And that's going to be our crisis. We're building this system on toothpicks, the backs of these home health aides and systems that we can't meet the need of the people. We're bringing them home, but we can't serve them." 

 

Senator Weinberg contributed, "I appreciate your bringing that issue forth in terms of home health aides and the global budgeting bill, something I'm very familiar with. Although you're pointing out the problems in rural Warren County getting home health aides, we have the same problems in urban Bergen County. There is no mass transit system to get people from point A to point B. It is the very problem that I have been concerned with since the day I got involved with this bill; that once it was passed and signed, how are we going to have the employment force to fill the needs? I have a meeting coming up later in this week with the Department of Health and Senior Services to discuss these very same issues. I'm glad that you reminded me of these problems."

 

She continued, "It is much more economical, much more appropriate to keep these people who can to stay in their homes rather than institutionalize them. The home health aide field is a very low-paid field, generally. We do not remunerate these people the way they should be. One of the biggest problems we've heard from the home health aide agencies is that if the home health aide has a car, they're usually some kind of an old clunker that is constantly breaking down. It’s the main reason for home health aides not showing up at a given appointment, not because somebody is lazy or anything, but because they just can't get there. This is a basic problem that all the others are built on, so although this hearing is overwhelming I'm sure for all of us, as we again are reminded of the size of the problem.

 

Petitions for New Services Funded by Casino Revenue Fund

Some members of the public came to the CRFAC hearings to ask for funding to continue model programs or to fund new programs. The Casino Revenue Fund is supposed to create new programs for Seniors and the Disabled. It has been many years since a new program has been funded.

 

Homelessness Prevention/Need Accessible Shelters

Ms. Fedele and Ms. Wulderk also provide other emergency services to the needy. Ms. Fedele’s agency also has a homeless prevention program. They provide rent and utility assistance to keep people in their homes. They also pay security deposits to allow people to move into affordable housing. There are many Seniors who need that security deposit in order to move into an affordable apartment. Many Seniors live on Social Security and have no other retirement benefits. Ms. Fedele says she sees ranges from $631 to $1,160 per month income, while the average price of a monthly rental of a one-bedroom apartment is $947. She adds, "That doesn’t leave very much left over to pay for utility bills and other expenses. Money for food becomes discretionary spending...As homelessness is increasing, we ask you to do everything you possibly can to help the low-income Seniors and Disabled."

 

Diane Stroyzk, of the Division of Homeless for Cumberland County, does referrals for people who are homeless; she tries to get them in shelters, rentals, subsidized housing, anything to get them out of a homeless situation. She notes, "In the past year, we have seen a noted increase in Senior Citizens that are homeless." Seniors become homeless due to home foreclosures, rentals with utility bills added - where in the past utilities were included. She adds, "In many of the subsidized Senior units, there’s a thing called ‘third party utility bills’, which in that case the utility costs sometimes are more than the cost of the rental. They can no longer afford to stay in their subsidized housing." Another example is that of Seniors signing over their homes to their children and then being kicked out. Some Seniors can’t afford to keep up their homes or even stay in their rentals. Twenty-five percent of Cumberland County’s family shelter’s clients this year have been Senior Citizens. Last year, it was a rare occurrence. Now it is commonplace. "Another statistic we have in our family shelter in Cumberland County is that 50 percent of them are Disabled." What’s worse is she adds, "...If they are too disabled and cannot take care of themselves, they are not allowed to go into the shelter. We do not have Disabled facilities in the homeless shelters." 

 

Ms. Stroyzk suggests solutions to prevent homelessness for Seniors are "Food assistance is number one...Utility assistance and rental assistance. We could also create more Senior subsidized housing." She supports A3103, which would create a County Homelessness Trust Fund, which would be allowed to build affordable housing, rental assistance vouchers, and supportive services for the homeless. 

 

In their testimony, Ms. Fedele and Ms. Stroyzk indicated that there were no facilities appropriate for People with Disabilities, including the frail Elderly with mobility problems, available in their counties’ homeless shelters. Laura Ramos, a Disabled Member of the Commission, also noted that when she was homeless early in 2008, Hunterdon County had no provisions for shelter of Disabled persons nor Seniors with mobility impairments. With encouragement from Stuart Weiner of the Community Health Law Project, Ms. Ramos, and others, Hunterdon County assessed the accessibility of all temporary housing units and came to an arrangement with one hotel to take county vouchers for needed accessible rooms. It is essential that the State of New Jersey and each county administration take action to provide appropriate temporary and permanent housing for these most vulnerable among the homeless. 

 

Improved Interpreter Services for the Deaf at Senior Centers

Rose Pizzo, Senior, Deaf Senior Citizens of Midland Park, Bergen County signed, "Good morning. Good morning to all of you. My name is Rose Pizzo. My husband is here with me this morning -- his name is Vincent. I was born deaf. My husband is also deaf. I am here to represent a group known as the Deaf Senior Citizens of Midland Park, the Northwest Center, and what I'm doing right now is I'm utilizing American Sign Language,and the sign language interpreters are here telling you what I'm saying. I thank these interpreters very much, as should all of you, so that you can understand what I'm saying. I thank you for providing the interpreters."

She explained, "Back in 2000, we began meeting at the Midland Park Center. We were invited -- the Deaf Senior Citizens were invited, and we were so pleased by that because for many Deaf Senior Citizens, they were isolated in their own towns and communities that were quite far. They live in Dover, they live quite far from the particular center. The Senior Centers that were available in their own towns were all for hearing people, predominantly. There was no one there for the deaf individuals to be able to socialize with. They weren't able to communicate, to understand, to be able to socialize and play games. So when we set up this Northwest Center, it was the first time that this was done. Deaf Seniors flocked to the Center from all over the area. We had things to do, we were able to socialize with each other. We set it up on Thursday for just for one day a week. The Center is open every day, but our deaf individuals meet there on Thursdays. We said fine, okay, that's fine, we'll take it."

 

She continued, "We have such a good time. We get together, we chat, we play games, we support each other. We find out what's happening in each other's lives. We've met new friends, we've been able to cement relationships with old friends. It's wonderful, everyone comes, and it's such a valuable and important part of our lives. We range in numbers from 15 to 80 individuals showing up on any particular Thursday. We socialize, we have parties, and we go on trips together. We discuss many, many issues that concern us - mostly related with health problems and things that we can discuss. Some individuals when they go to the doctors, they do get interpreting services; others do not get interpreters, so they're forced to write notes back and forth with their health care providers. That's a problem within the Deaf Community and in other aspects in our life is an inability to get Sign Language Interpreters."

 

She noted, "In 2002 or 2003, a Social worker had an office in that center. We noticed that many of the Hearing Seniors would go into her office and discuss various problems throughout the day. The Social Worker was helping the Senior Citizens with various problems they needed assistance with. We decided as a group we also would like to go in and get some assistance. We realized that it would be a wonderful opportunity. So many times we get complicated mail related to our health care, related to insurance, that we didn't understand. The Social Worker realized that the Deaf Senior Citizens have needs too."

 

She related, "Unfortunately, communication with the social worker was difficult. We would write notes back and forth with her. Sometimes we would understand, sometimes we couldn't. The Social Worker contacted Noreen Best. Noreen Best realized the need to have Sign Language Interpreters and obtained funding for that. This happened around the time that Medicare Part D came out; it was overwhelming for so many Seniors to try and understand. Noreen secured funding for four days, so that we would have Sign Language Interpreters help us to meet with the social worker one-on- one; to be able to fill out the necessary paperwork. It's wonderful to be able to have the interpreters to be able to provide counseling and help with various things. Family Counseling provided the funding for us to continue to have Sign Language Interpreters once a month for a period of 20 months. However, that funding has run out. We would like to have the same opportunity as Hearing Senior Citizens that go to centers. We would be very satisfied if we only have interpreters provided for us maybe once or twice a month. We'd be happy with that. We simply want access to the same information that Senior Citizens who can hear have access to."


She concluded, "We are deaf, and as Deaf Senior Citizens, we are very frightened. We do not have access to this information and we cannot afford the Sign Language Interpreters. Lip reading is very, very difficult, and it is a source of much misinformation. We're hoping that you would help us to provide some funding, so that we have access to Sign Language Interpreters in the future. It is very, very important for our community."

 

Alice Soll, Senior Deaf Resident, Midland Park Senior Center, Bergen County signed, "My name is Alice Soll. I've been profoundly deaf since the age of two from spinal meningitis. I now reside in Hackensack for ten years. I lived in River Edge for 44 years. And before I continue, I want to point out that the deaf role model representing the deaf community, I hope you will endure a little patience in viewing my sign language that I present today. It can take two or three times longer than it takes for a similar verbal presentation."

 

She pointed out, "As a representative of the Deaf Senior Citizens, I want to let you know we've gathered once weekly on Thursdays at the Northwest Bergen Senior Activity Center at 4650 Centre Street in Midland Park since September 2000. I'm standing here with the utmost support of several Deaf Seniors sitting in the audience to plead our appeal to the Atlantic City Casino Commission for their consideration in providing the urgently necessary funds from Atlantic City Gambling Fund for our once-a-month ASL Interpreter Services. This funding will be a huge assistance to Sheila Brogen, a very dedicated Social Worker. She has a list of consecutive appointments for visits from Deaf Seniors in her office for consultations with ASL interpreters aiding in the communication with their translation skills. The financial funding has been looked into and not made available for Sheila's needs for ASL interpreting services."


She continued, "Our variety of programs consists of vital information on complicated health care, medical prescriptions, and medical policies that are difficult to follow and understand. Also, the auto or home insurance policies, legal, family and social services, and not forgetting to learn about our ever-changing Social Security and federal benefits. Since all of these are regularly accessible to the Hearing Seniors, why don't we have the same delivery of educational knowledge to the Deaf Seniors? That's fair enough. Or are we being left behind? ... If accepted for funding, we look forward to the Casino Commission to develop their design for legislative language to ensure that the financial provision will be sustainable on a permanent, yearly basis."

 

She concluded, "In closing, in fairness to Deaf Seniors, as lifelong New Jersey residents, especially as legal taxpayers, we are anxiously looking forward to your affirmative consideration; with soft spots in your hearts in placing our needs on the top of your priority list for your financial distribution. The approximate amount I would guess would be in the range of $1,500 to $1,800 for the sponsorship. However, this amount can be worked out with Sheila Brogen for the estimated disbursement. Factually, one can guess that the Atlantic City Gambling Fund is the result of the casinos' gains in their favor from the clients' losses with holes in our pockets, but its usefulness now would be our payback."

 

Vice-Chairperson Thebery responded, "I just wanted to make a brief comment on a possible source of additional funding -- and I know some from the Midland Park group, and they are a great group. It would be the Henry H. Kessler Foundation in West Orange. The person to contact would be Elaine Katz. The Kessler Foundation’s primary focus is in education, but they also have ancillary grants of $10, $20, $30,000 and so forth. As well as educational grants of $500,000 plus. Certainly with what you've just shared, the education aspect alone I think would warrant consideration. You might not want to let that go by, and get into the next funding stream for the new year."

 

It should be noted, that the American with Disabilities Act requires governmental agencies and services be made available to the Disabled. Therefore, the communication accessibility problems encountered by the Deaf Seniors at the Senior Center in Bergen County - or anywhere else in New Jersey - are ones that need solutions. The percentage of the population with hearing loss and deafness increases dramatically as people get older. In addition to offering ASL Sign Language Interpreters or hiring bilingual English/ASL fluent staff, it may be a good idea for Senior Centers to offer classes in ASL to other Seniors, those losing their hearing, and to their staff. Hunterdon County, which has a smaller population of Deaf Seniors, is looking into hiring a service that uses video computer links to an ASL Interpreter, so that a staff member may more effectively communicate (who communicates verbally with the ASL interpreter) with a Deaf consumer (who signs via webcam with the ASL Interpreter). Making reasonable accommodations in staffing and services for those using ASL, is as important as making modifications for those in wheelchairs.

 

Affordable Accessible Housing/ Programs for Disabled Students

Eileen Goff, Executive Director of Heightened Independence and Progress (HIP), Bergen and Hudson Counties said, "We have two Centers for Independent Living for People with Disabilities in Bergen and Hudson Counties. There are 12 such agencies throughout the state. HIP has been providing services for the Disabled community for the past 30 years. The needs of Senior Citizens and People with Disabilities are frequently the same. According to a recent survey before our economy has recently had all these bad things show that 79 percent of people of working age who are able bodied are employed; however, only 37 percent of people of working age with disabilities are employed. There are many reasons, some of which will include lack of opportunity, lack of education and training, occasionally
health issues, and discrimination. But what it all means is People with Disabilities are of very low income all too frequently and have not too many opportunities to change that situation. We've been hearing this morning about these critical needs, and I would just like to touch on two of them which have already been addressed." 

 

Her first point was, "One is the need for affordable accessible housing. The small amount of housing that is affordable for people of low income has a minuscule proportion which is accessible to people who have mobility issues, and I think it's a subject that is frequently not realized." Others also noted the lack of accessible housing, especially for low-income Seniors and the Disabled of New Jersey.

 

Her second point was, "I have another issue that has not been touched on today, and I would like to bring it to your attention. According to New Jersey Department of Education, 230,000 People with Disabilities are between the ages of 6 and 21. For that reason, in 2004, the Department of Education received federal funds for a three-year period which were shared with the 12 existing centers for independent living who cover the 21 counties in our state. The purpose of the funds were to work with high school students who have disabilities to assist them to prepare for their life by developing skills to access the services that are there. Once the school bus stops, the majority of services for students stop because the schools are prepared to train students in education, but not the special needs thatthey'll have to continue their life. Critical areas such as access to
transportation options, developing resumes, preparing to go to work training programs, and a myriad of other areas are required by these young people. Once the educational services stop, the young person with disability begins receiving Social Security and Medicaid and stays home watching TV. Families are overwhelmed, by their parental obligations in this case."

 

Ms. Goff concluded, "After the three-year initial period through the Department of Labor, the Division of Vocational Rehabilitation Services continued the funding for one year. Future funding for this program is very much in jeopardy. I am asking this body to consider the expenditure of $700,000 annually to support this initiative. During the last four years, 8,000 young people in high school have received services through the statewide program. Investing in our youth today can prepare them to be employed, self-sufficient taxpayers as they reach adult life."

 

Community Mental Health Programs for Seniors 

Mary Anne Ross, Coordinator, COPSA Institute for Alzheimer's Disease at the University of Medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey explained, "I'm the coordinator of a statewide resource center for older adults who suffer from dementia and their families. We're part of the University of Behavioral Health Care, and for 20 years I've been working with older adults and their families. Not only regarding dementia, but other mental health issues for older adults. This is an area that's overlooked. For the most part older adults have been under served in terms of mental illness. Older adults were thought to be non-compliant or uncooperative, and mental illness isn't identified as such. How many times have we heard people say, "Ever since dad had his heart attack he doesn't seem like he used to," or, "Aunt May has gotten to be a real nervous Nelly," or "Grandma's really kind of changing"? People don't identify those things as anxiety or depression; they might identify dementia or confusion, but Older adults are really at risk. A lot of the conditions - the physical problems the Elderly have - high blood pressure, diabetes, heart attacks - can also have these co-morbid conditions of anxiety, confusion and depression. It's very important that those conditions be treated, because they're associated with very poor health outcomes. They're associated with increased mortality. In the case of depression, we often see older adults who eventually commit suicide. Older adults have the highest rate of successful suicide of any population in the country."

 

Ms. Ross said, "One of the things that happens is because of the stigma associated with mental illness, people aren't identifying these conditions or problems as mental illness. People aren't being treated for it. The people who are treating them are their primary care doctors, and some of these doctors are doing a good job, but some of those doctors (just like a lot of people in our society) are ageists. So, when an 80-year-old comes in and says, "I don't have any get up and go. I don't know what's wrong with me lately. I don't know, I feel lonely. I feel lost." The doctors don't identify that person as being depressed. They'll say, "Well, let's see if we can change your arthritis medicine" or "Let's see if we can do something else for you". They won't identify the underlying mental illness. Some statistics indicated that 40 percent of the older adults who committed suicide saw their primarily care doctor the week before. That's astounding and horrifying, so it's an issue that we need to address."

 

Ms. Ross continued, "COPSA originally started in 1973 as a geriatric outreach program, because older adults were identified as being under served for mental illness. Part of the mission of the Community Mental Health Center, which is now University of Behavioral Health Care, was to work with these families. We have an outreach program that goes out into the community and works with families and patients. These model programs have proven to be very successful, because they're very time intensive. Workers go out and establish a rapport with a patient and the family and that takes time. Our Outreach Workers then try to overcome any obstacles a person might have to utilizing services - problems with transportation, with getting medications, etc. They also identify which patients may be able to utilize psychiatric services. Fortunately, at COPSA we have five Geriatric Psychiatrists. The Outreach Workers are able to go with the patient and the family to the Psychiatrist, and have everybody work together."

 

She concluded, "What I would implore this Commission to do is consider the mental health concerns of Older adults. It does have a deleterious impact on the quality of life and on life itself. I would suggest that you really consider different kinds of programs to educate people about mental illness in Older adults. There need to be more Community Mental Health Outreach Programs for Older adults."

 

Ms. Ramos shared, "My next- door neighbor, who was over 70 years old, suffered a heart attack, and was never the same. She became more and more reclusive; she talked about dying all the time. Her family tried to get help for her, but the doctors never gave her the mental health services they begged for. Neither her primary care doctor nor her specialists even recognized it as a mental health problem. Even when she was in the hospital and choosing not to eat, she remained untreated for her depression. She died, because she starved herself to death. I agree that more of these services are essential for our Seniors and their families." Ms. Ross added, "That happens very often."

 

Marilu Gagnon, Director, Atlantic County Division of Intergenerational Services spoke, "We are concerned about a growing trend in all counties in New Jersey, and that is the increasing need for community-mental health services. What is happening in all the county Offices on Aging is we are receiving increased referrals for Seniors (age 60+) who could benefit from mental health services. We believe county residents are going untreated due to the lack of availability of community mental health services. The clients with mental health issues do not get services such as home-delivered meals, home care, etc. - all services that are designed to help people remain living in the community. Many are difficult to help, because they remain untreated. The Casino Revenue Fund does provide funding for Adult Protective Services and we keep getting increased referrals for clients with mental health issues. We would not be getting those referrals if we had greater availability of mental health services. It is difficult to help these clients with their other problems, while their mental health problems remain untreated. We would like to see mental health community services available even before clients become 60, because then they might not even need our services." 

 

Concerns About Casino Revenue Fund Expenditures & Accounting

Nina Levinson, Fort Lee, NJ, said, "I want to address this Board because in the past, the revenues were abundant and used for all kinds of other purposes than they were intended. They were allocated for Seniors and I believe for schools or for children. That was both ends of the spectrum. However, in the past, they were used for all kinds of things. Now that the revenues are low, all the other stuff has to be thrown out, and the Seniors have to get their appropriate allocation, and the funds have to be directed at what they were intended for. And I think you have to consider the priorities, and from the priorities first, and everything else second, and that is really what I want to say. Do not allow this fund to be raped by other purposes. That is my fundamental message." 

 

From a letter by Dr. Suryakant Shukla, Indo-American Senior Citizens Association of Bergen County, which is a non-profit organization, the Federation of Indo-American Seniors Association of North America, and the Indo-American Seniors of New Jersey (as read by Joan Larkin): "We strive to improve the lives of our Seniors by providing vital information on public and private programs, so that they can become productive and vital citizens of our society. We also create a stimulating social atmosphere under healthy conditions. Economically, our Seniors strive to survive by the efforts of relatives in social, state, and national organizations. It has been very hard in these bad economic times, when most of our Seniors live on fixed incomes and are trying to make ends meet by cutting corners. ... We have noted recently that to get Meals on Wheels, you have to be on a waiting list in Bergen County, and many other counties. Transportation needs to get to food stores and to medical facilities are not being met. Transportation has been getting more and more difficult, especially in the rural communities."

 

She continued, "The allocation of the funds in the State of New Jersey have not been increased for Meals on Wheels or transportation in recent years. Our senior population is increasing rapidly, and as soon as the baby boomers enter the Senior population, the demands for services are going to multiply drastically. The Casino Revenue Fund was established for these very reasons, but the benefits are not keeping up with the demand. I am not sure if the funds are not being distributed fairly to these causes, or if there is some other problem, but on behalf of our organization and our Seniors, I strongly urge the members of this Commission, our elected officials, and the Governor of New Jersey, Mr. Jon Corzine, to look very closely and favorably into this matter."

John Wanat, Executive Director of the Monmouth County Division of Aging, remarked that the revenues from the Casino Revenue Fund have increased steadily every year, but not for crucial programs like Meals on Wheels .  Our goal, and yours, is to keep people in the community as long as we possibly can, with dignity ad caregiver support services.  The cost of institutionalization is far more costly than the costs of meals and transportation.  In addition to the 14 million dollars requested ( for programs of Transportation, Meals on Wheels, Safe Housing, Adult Protective Services, Congregate Housing and Respite), we are also recommending an automatic annual cost of living increase for programs for the elderly and disabled for these programs.  

Wilson Woolf spoke, "Moreover, since 2006, the federal Medicare Part D program has saved New Jersey Casino Revenue Fund a minimum of $180 million per year in PAAD expenses. Funding to support our most vulnerable, isolated, abused, and frail residents is stalled. Many questions remain. Medicare Part D has reportedly saved the Casino Revenue Fund PAAD program an estimated $180 million per year since 2006. Where are these funds? Have those and/or other funds been manipulated to support the New Jersey general fund deficit? With the aforementioned savings to the Casino Revenue Fund, please justify how these vital life-sustaining programs such as home-delivered meals, adult protective services, safe housing, respite care services have not even received so much as a cost-of-living adjustment to their budgets in over a decade; nor as the New Jersey Constitution outlined, have there been any new programs developed."

He continued, "What is the function of the Casino Revenue Fund Advisory Commission if their recommendations are discarded? How, then, can the rights and privileges outlined in the New Jersey Constitution be equitably afforded to all residents who are by nature free and independent and have certain natural and unalienable rights which are those of enjoying and defending life and liberty and of acquiring, possessing, and protecting property and pursuing and obtaining safety and happiness when all persons are not given the opportunity to obtain safety and happiness? The Casino Revenue Fund has fallen short in meeting the mandates of the New Jersey Constitution. Existing programs have not received funding, nor have new programs been developed to meet the needs of New Jersey Senior Citizens and Residents with Disabilities.

He added, "On behalf of the Area Agency Service Advisory Council of Warren County, New Jersey, we encourage the New Jersey Casino Revenue Advisory Commission to continue their efforts -- and we know you're making efforts -- in making recommendations for the use of Casino Revenue Funds to support services for Seniors and Residents with Disabilities. But I think we need to get back to basics, and we need to implore the New Jersey legislature to immediately convene public hearings to examine the utilization of Casino Revenue Funds and to develop a long-term strategy to ensure that the Casino Revenue Fund will, for years to come, continue to meet the needs of our growing Senior and Disabled population of this great state. I think we need to look at what the constitution says and reconcile it with the reality of the funding; to make sure that the funding that we should be getting for our Seniors is there, because that's what the law says. I really would like to have your full support in that."

 

Katherine Johnston: "One last thing about the casino agreement that someone spoke to, what you were supposed to do when you came into the state, there’s a lot of folks that wonder what you do for the state. My mom has known for years, and that has been her excuse to come down here (Atlantic City) for a long time now. She’s still contributing. Obviously, these are people who are fortunate enough not to need the services that that support provides. I just really want to thank you. It really means a lot to all of us, and I just want to thank you. I feel like I know it is mandated, that you have to do certain things, but we appreciate it very much." 

 

Joseph Tyrrell, Member of Commission, and representative of the  New Jersey Association of Casinos spoke, " As a representative for the casinos, I just want to make our commitment very clear. We are one of the largest associations in New Jersey. We do want to say that we have a great responsibility to everyone in the state of New Jersey, every county. We are taking our responsibility to be a useful citizen very seriously, making sure that the Casino Revenue is well-funded, it is executed for all Seniors, for all Disabled in the state, and making sure that every person in New Jersey understands that there is a good relationship between this Fund and the Association." 

 

Mr. Tyrrell commented, "After hearing your testimony, as an association, we've had similar conversations about the Revenue Fund where it's driven, when it gets to the state, how it's allocated, what happened with Medicare Part D, how it impacted the PAAD program. As to the casino revenue, we're trying to keep it afloat and keep it at least steady, and we know what's happening with the economy. We've noticed a few other things in the past-- what happened in 2006, when we had a budget shutdown in New Jersey and the casinos were closed for a few days. The Casino Revenue Fund had zero funding for a couple of days. We want to know what happened. How did we adjust for the PAAD program? How did we just examine, work with treasury to figure out if we were shut down for four or five days what happened to those funds? How did you make up those funds and provide the service?.. and the administration wasn't really forthcoming about the information. So from an industry viewpoint, we want to be helpful. As we collect the tax and put it to the fund, we want to make sure it's being properly used and spent. Also monitor it properly, the way it is pointed out in the constitution.

Mr. Woolf said, "I think together we can get somewhere with this."


Senator Weinberg contributed, " I just marked up your testimony here, by the end of the week a letter will go forth to the treasurer. I will ask for an accounting with a copy to the budget committees of both the assembly and the senate, to see if we could get some good, clear answers on what's coming in and how the money is being used." Mr. Woolf added, " And actually, I would like to see that from the first -- they should have an accounting from day one of what happened to these monies and I think we should ask for it."


Ms. Ramos remarked, "One of the things that you didn't mention is that in the 30 years that the Casino Revenue Fund has been in existence, the Casino Control Commission collects all the money and then the State puts it in this other fund. For example, they're supposed to accrue all of the interest for this fund (which is over $400 million a year right now) only to the Casino Revenue Fund. Yet, in all the financial paperwork that we've been given, there's no accounting for the interest. We don't know what's happened to the interest. In the 30 years that the fund has been in existence,there has never been an audit. Our report does ask for an audit of the fund so we can answer those questions."


Chairperson Miller, " I think somebody from the Office of Management and Budget should be here to perhaps shed some light on the auditing of the Casino Revenue Fund. This would not surprise me if the audit was considered to be part of the whole state budget audit. A separate audit in and of itself, that is probably what is lacking. I have also been assured by the Office of Management and Budget, that any questions that are appropriate  for their response should be given to them as they could not attend this hearing or the Trenton hearing because of the budget time in Trenton. As far as the interest goes, that has been a question off and on with the Commission. I believe that we used to get a better picture of the Casino Revenue Funds on an annual basis when the Casino Control Commission gave a financial statement and included that in their annual brochure to the public. About three years ago, this was no longer to be. You had to go on the Internet and it was very difficult -- difficult for me to find, anyway, on the Internet. So we will revisit that particular information being published again. Then we can maybe get a foothold on the question of the interest. We will bring that up also as part of our agenda for the next meeting."


Mr. Woolf cautioned, "Don't forget having a public hearing in addition to that because I think we need to get some answers and we're not looking to shoot anybody. We just want this thing to happen fairly and be distributed the way it was intended under the law"

 

Ms. Anne Miller said, "All I can say to you is that many years ago I was looking at the Casino Revenue Funds with a total quad living in Morris County, where I used to live, and we both wondered who had their hand in our cookie jar. So please, I am with you. I don't want to see the legislature reaching their hand into the cookie jar to balance the budget again."


Mr. Vieria remarked, "In regard to the Casino Revenue PAAD program, what the state is doing is not in the best interest of these crucial Senior programs that continue not to receive sufficient funding. The Federal program under Medicare Part D is providing reimbursement to NJ for PAAD in the amount reported by the state of $180 million per year. Would it not make sense for the state to put that money, at the very least a percentage, back into the Casino Revenue Fund for those heavily utilized and underfunded programs? Why is the state putting all the savings into Treasury? I remember for many years, the state revenue did subsidize the PAAD program. But in fiscal years 2007 and 2008, the state reported contributing $0. Somehow the State walked away with a profit of tens of millions from Medical Part D reimbursements. These are monies that could help folks survive. Let’s not forget the additional $5 to $7 million savings each year the State realizes, because certain medical reimbursements became disallowed through the PAAD program, such as diabetic supplies. The State needs to reconsider what they do with PAAD reimbursements."

 

He continued, "Besides trying to recapture some of the PAAD savings, other long-term solutions, not just for transportation but for all the programs in the Casino Revenue Fund, could include investigating the possibility of revising legislation on the AC Casino Comps and the parking tax that at one time were in the Casino Revenue Fund . In regards to the parking tax, I believe that after it sunsets out of the Casino Revenue Fund, it is redirected into the Casino Reinvestment Development Authority. We need loud voices and strong Legislators who will then make these funds go back to the programs that help New Jersey Senior Citizens and those with physical disabilities....Another suggestion would be getting a percentage of the horse-racing profits. Isn’t horse betting gambling?" 

 

Mr. Kevin Garvey, of the Casino Control Commission, gave a presentation (in Atlantic City) of the function of the Casino Control Commission, its activities, the sources of revenues contributing to the fund, the amount collected in 2008 ($410.2 million), and trends affecting the casino industry. He emphasized that the CCC collects the funds for the Casino Revenue Fund (CRF), but exercises no authority over the expenditures from the CRF. The economic crisis and downturn in casino revenues (-$34 million less taxes), along with legislative changes diverting taxes from the CRF to the Casino Reinvestment Development Authority (CRDA)(-$55 million less taxes), have resulted in an $89 million decrease in CRF revenues since fiscal year 2006. He concluded, "The Advisory Commission is charged with the unenviable task of recommending what programs are to be funded from the Casino Revenue Fund dollars. There are many deserving programs which warrant your consideration. Unfortunately, your task is going to be more difficult as a result of decreasing revenues to the fund."

 

Senator Tom Kean, Member of the Commission, reported, "I and others have objected to the transfer of reimbursements for the PAAD program from the Medicare Part D program to the General Fund and put to other uses than were originally intended (not for healthcare purposes). It was appropriated over the last couple of years." 

 

Assemblyman Polistina, Member of Commission said, "One of the things that concerns me is, we heard that the initial premise of the casinos was to support Senior and Disabled programs. I think we need to get back to those basics. We saw some money being shifted from the Casino Revenue Fund to the CRDA. I think we need to work together to figure out why that is happening, and how that money is being spent. We need to go back the other way and get more money back to the Casino Revenue Fund. The state government has to do everything we can do to support these programs. Whether it’s through the Casino Revenue Fund or by other methods, this is a fundamental responsibility of government." 

 

Conclusion 

Bill Berg, of the Advisory Council of the Hunterdon County Commission of Senior Services, commented that these repeated goals for full funded programs, demonstrates how critical the needs are for the entire State. 

The Advisory Council supports the request by the Casino Revenue Fund Advisory Commission  for funding those programs to provide services for the most vulnerable  and needy seniors in New Jersey, so that we can require these programs to meet the basic needs. These essential services provide a minimum of nutrition, transportation to medical services and kidney dialysis, support for respite care, affordable housing, and adult protective services, all of which allow continued independent living in their own homes.   If these programs are curtailed and cannot service those seniors who require them to remain living independently, these most needy seniors will have no other alternative than to seek institutional care, which is for more expensive.  It makes sense to provide the recommended increased funding for these programs since this funding comes from the casino revenues which were mandated for such use by the Constitution.

Rev. Bob Janis Dillon concluded, "My friends, you have a difficult task ahead of you. There is less money to go around, and Disabled and Elderly residents need that money more than ever.  May this great state continue to be a place of liberty and prosperity, and just as importantly, may we continue to look out for the least among us." 


Chairperson Miller extended appreciation to all for the statistics, facts, and solemn testimony presented, with assurance that the Commission will pursue further activities to bring recommendations to the Legislature on behalf of New Jersey’s senior citizens and persons with disabilities
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