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A community-based crime victim program acts as a catalyst in mobilizing greater 
community awareness of itself, its strengths and vulnerabilities and brings with it the very 
real potentialfor making what was a conglomeration ofstreets, people and services, a true 
community of interested, caring citizens. 

Socia l service agencies in N e w York City, 
like those in all other large cities, have 
a l w a y s been a t t u n e d to the t r a u m a t a , 
financial and emot ional , suffered by inno
cent victims of crime. The Jewish A s s o 
c iat ion for the Services for the Aged has 
been particularly sensitive to the havoc 
wreaked o n the frail aged whose special 
vulnerabi l i t ies are well k n o w n . Elderly 
v ict ims of crime have been helped by a 
variety of supports since the agency was 
founded approx imate ly twelve years a g o . 
Through the years as J A S A expanded to 
meet the needs of the increasingly large 
popula t ion of persons 60 and older, so t o o 
have the outreach, advocacy and casework 
skills of workers b e c o m e more finely honed 
better to reduce the impact of insensate 
v iolence directed against the m o s t helpless 
of our urban populat ion . 

If one considers that a large number of 
Jewish aged are survivors of the Ho locaus t 
or escapees from vic ious ant i -Semit i sm in 
Russ ia , people w h o have struggled with 
profound issues of helplessness and victimi
zat ion and loss of health, self-confidence 
and general wel l-being, it fo l lows that this 
target populat ion is particularly vulnerable 
to further attacks on already fragile feelings 
of safety. W h e n this kind of lossridden 
person b e c o m e s a vict im of cr ime he often 
feels a paradoxica l "proof" that he "de
serves" his punishment . After all, he had 
"survived." 

* Presented at the Annual Meeting of the Conference 
of Jewish Communal Service, Kiamesha Lake, New 
York, June 1, 1981. 

t Mrs. Reingold has recently joined the staff of 
Altro Rehabilitation Service. 

Because J A S A already had a g o o d "track 
record," when the Elderly Crime Victims' 
Ass is tance Program was establ ished by the 
N e w York City Department for the Aging 
in 1979, J A S A was a m o n g the first of the 
agencies to receive a grant which would 
s u p p l e m e n t our relief funds wh ich are 
a l located by Federat ion of Jewish Phi lan
thropies and The N e w York Times annual 
appeal to the g iv ing public as well as to 
p r o m o t e better coord inat ion of effort and 
resources between the Department for the 
Aging, J A S A , the police and the communi ty 
at large. J A S A ' s Shorefront area's grant, 
the highest al lotted, is $2,500. 

J A S A ' s S h o r e f r o n t c a t c h m e n t e n 
compasses the south Brooklyn communit ies 
o f C o n e y I s land , B r i g h t o n B e a c h and 
Sheepshead Bay, an area whose proport ion 
of aged is second only to that of Miami 
Beach (30% versus 50%) and hence, has an 
extremely high percentage of "at risk" 
crime vict ims. It is, in fact, one of the 
highest crime rate districts in the country. 

Elderly crime vict ims c o m e to J A S A ' s 
a t tent ion in a variety of ways , but to be 
eligible for the formal supports provided 
by the Crime Vict ims' Assistance Program, 
referrals must be accompanied by a police 
c o m p l a i n t n u m b e r ( k n o w n as the 61 
number) . Every week a list of elderly crime 
victims is assembled by each of the t w o 
police precincts covering the Shorefront 
area and one of our c o m m u n i t y aides is 
d ispatched to the 60th and 61 st precincts to 
col lect the lists. 

Information on the list includes name, 
address , te lephone number , age , date of 
crime, type of crime commit ted and the 
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police compla int number. A letter is then 
mai led t o each person , invit ing the vict im 
to call the J A S A social worker w h o s e 
signature is affixed and a summary of the 
types of services avai lable is inc luded in the 
letter. M a n y aged persons d o not respond 
to this initial contact and w h e n the crime is 
particularly traumatic the social worker 
fo l lows up the letter with a phone call. 

A h o m e visit is m a d e to each responsive 
crime victim when an assessment determines 
which service may be appropriate . All 
vict ims receive counse l ing in which the 
vent i lat ion of feelings of helplessness , rage 
and depress ion is encouraged . M a n y c o n 
crete types of ass istance are provided such 
as aid in replacement of s to len ent i t lement 
cards, instal lation of w i n d o w gates , d o o r 
locks and window panes and transportation 
with escort to doctors and suppliers of 
p r o s t h e t i c s . M o r e f requent ly than o n e 
might imagine , eyeglasses , hearing aids and 
dentures are a m o n g the i tems conta ined 
in stolen p o c k e t b o o k s ! W h e n cash has been 
s to len , unpaid bills m a y be paid directly to 
utility companies . The m a x i m u m al locat ion 
per client is $75 but we are flexible and can 
ex tend more in an emergency . Funds for 
f o o d , c lo th ing or temporary shelter are 
m a d e avai lable by special arrangement 
with the American Red Cross. In order to 
expedi te funds we provide m o n e y i m m e 
diately from agency office petty cash and 
are then reimbursed with a check by mail 
from the Red Cross . 

In those instances when elderly persons 
have sustained personal physical injury, 
awards m a y be granted by the Crime 
Victims C o m p e n s a t i o n Board with w h o m 
we work closely . The Board has a special 
unit for the elderly and when alerted by the 
p o l i c e or J A S A p r o v i d e s p a y m e n t o f 
medical expenses and h o m e care during 
recuperation. In the interim, while the 
Board processes referrals, J A S A provides 
an agency h o m e attendant to help with 
househo ld chores as well as Meals o n 
Wheels and shopping service. 

In addi t ion to e x post facto services, 
J A S A is an active c o m m u n i t y sponsor of 
c r i m e p r e v e n t i o n p r o g r a m s . R e g u l a r 
meet ings are scheduled in the t w o J A S A 
h o u s i n g c o m p l e x e s i n C o n e y I s l a n d 
(Scheuer and Friendset) at which pol ice 
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s run w o r k s h o p s t o d i s 
seminate hints o n h o w the aged can protect 
themselves from potent ial crimes We are 
particularly gratified that bo th crime pre
vent ion commit t ee s are chaired by former 
c r i m e v i c t i m s w h o i n i t i a l l y h a d b e e n 
traumatized to the point of frightened 
reclusiveness. T o o , J A S A was instrumental 
in establ ishing a pi lot project whereby 
pol ice escort in pol ice vans is provided to 
elderly shoppers in Coney Island. As the 
N e w York Times noted on April 1, 1980, 
". . . in C o n e y Is land, where robber ies 
c l imbed 25 percent last year and have 
cont inued to c l imb this year, a safe trip to 
the store can be a real feat for an older 
person ." 

T h e S h o r e f r o n t area is p a r t i c u l a r l y 
blessed with warm, caring pol ice officers 
w h o work very cooperat ive ly with agency 
staff and clients. That this is so is due in no 
small measure to the efforts of a very 
outgo ing , seductive blue-eyed b londe case 
aide to w h o m I assigned the task of enlist ing 
better pol ice cooperat ion t w o years a g o . 
The case aide's capaci ty for engag ing the 
interest of even the most laid-back, lethargic 
po l icemen has truly been notable! 

By way of demonstrat ing the importance 
of case management vested in the social 
worker assigned to the elderly crime vict im, 
a few case examples fo l low. The m a n a g e 
ment piece is particularly important to this 
target popula t ion because services to crime 
vict ims remain quite fragmented and there 
is little c o m m u n i c a t i o n a m o n g the official 
agencies . The manager ensures l inkages 
a m o n g the specific cr ime-oriented agencies 
as well as those agencies not specifically 
targeted t o crime v ict ims. A case in point is 
the situation requiring replacement of stolen 
d o c u m e n t s , a feat which is s o m e t h i n g more 
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than a nightmare even to those of us under 
the age of 70. The number of phone calls 
and letters required to reach the particular 
city personnel w h o can help with replace
ment is truly mind-boggl ing . The energy 
and articulateness required are complete ly 
beyond the abil ity of m o s t elderly crime 
v i c t i m s , a n d e v e n o u r y o u n g e r , m o s t 
c o m m i t t e d s o c i a l w o r k e r s need e x t r a 
" p i c k - m e - u p " s u p e r v i s o r y m e e t i n g s to 
prevent burn-out. 

Case Examples 

Mrs. S. is a 76 year-old widow whose 
husband was killed by unknown assailants five 
years after marriage leaving his widow with a 
small son. Mrs. S's apartment was ransacked 
in December, 1980 and over $100 was stolen. 
Her dog had been drugged by the robbers who 
came in through her front door. The money 
had been withdrawn from the bank in order to 
buy special molded shoes for Mrs. S's severely 
arthritic feet. When the social worker visited, 
she learned that Mrs. S. had not received her 
food stamps for January and the client was 
edging towards panic at this point. Mrs. S's 
total monthly income was $282.50 from Social 
Security and $24 from V.A. Her rent was 
$142.50 exclusive of utilities and she had no 
savings. She is hard of hearing, has a serious 
heart problem, a thyroid condition, hyper
tension and gets dizzy easily. The apartment 
was a mess because Mrs. S. gets dizzy if she 
bends and clothes are strewn everywhere. The 
social worker collected all documentation 
required for recertification for food stamps, 
arranged for payment of electric and telephone 
bills (to compensate for the $100 set aside for 
special shoes, an item not covered officially by 
the crime victim program), helped Mrs. S. 
apply for Meals on Wheels. With receipt of 
Medicaid, Mrs. S. became eligible for daily 
home attendant services and on last follow up, 
was feeling better and was particularly grateful 
for the company and help provided by her 
home attendant. 

Mr. M. is an 80 year-old widower whose 
only son has many problems of his own and is 
not available for help to his father. Mr. M.'s 
monthly income is $168 from Social Security, 

$152 from SSI and $70 worth of Food Stamps. 
He lives on the ground floor of a five family 
house in Sheepshead Bay and had been robbed 
three times in January and February, 1981. 
The landlord had installed a second lock after 
the first robbery, but the thieves were not 
deterred. On subsequent visits, the thieves 
entered through front windows and rear 
windows. Mr. M's bicycle, digital clock radio 
and trumpet were stolen along with $180 put 
aside for rent. More important was the 
emotional trauma suffered by Mr. M. who 
became phobic, withdrawn and confused and 
knew only that he did not want to stay any 
longer in his easily accessible ground floor 
apartment. The social worker arranged for 
partial payment of Mr. M's rent, had gates 
installed on all windows and provided sup
portive counseling for three months until Mr. 
M. became sufficiently comfortable to rejoin 
his senior citizen club where he receives many 
peer and professional supports. 

Mrs. K. is an 84 year-old childless widow 
who became known to us through an emergency 
referral from the 61st precinct. Mrs. K. had 
been shoved into her apartment where she was 
sexually assaulted (but not raped) and suffered 
a fractured jaw. As a result of this, Mrs. K. was 
extremely fearful and had blockaded herself in 
her apartment. The social worker could not 
gain entry on the first visit and returned with a 
represenative from the police department and 
a representative from the Crime Victims 
Compensation Board. It took an hour to 
convince Mrs. K. that the visitors meant no 
harm and she should let them in. Mrs. K.'s 
neighborhood was so crime infested that the 
social worker felt relocation was imperative 
and arrangements were made to move Mrs. K. 
to a JASA residence in Coney Island where 24 
hour security and social services exist. Mrs. K. 
has become an active member of the tenants 
council and is now chairperson of the crime 
prevention program of the building. At the 
social worker's request, the Crime Victims 
Compensation Board helped with moving 
expenses and the culture shock of moving from 
one neighborhood to another was mitigated by 
the intensive counseling provided by the social 
worker. 

This is not an easy program to sponsor. 
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The statistical requirements are necessary 
but very t ime c o n s u m i n g . The clients are 
frequently either complete ly immobi l i zed 
with fear or uncontrol lably enraged and 
demanding . Social workers assigned to 
such a program need to be very skillful and 
psycholog ica l ly knowledgeable , and super
visors need to be especial ly avai lable for 
support . But the rewards are great. A 

communi ty -based crime vict im program 
acts as a catalyst in mobi l iz ing greater 
c o m m u n i t y awareness o f itself, its strengths 
and vulnerabilit ies and brings with it the 
very real potent ia l for making what was a 
c o n g l o m e r a t i o n o f s treets , p e o p l e a n d 
services a true c o m m u n i t y of interested, 
caring citizens. 
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