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If nothing is done, almost half of middle-class workers in New York City will be poor or near 
poor in retirement. This means more older residents will experience a chronic state of 
deprivation, struggling to survive on a food budget of approximately $5 a day. Cities will be 
forced to pay for expensive elderly social services, such as indigent health care, food support 
and affordable housing. 
 
As a first step in assessing the problem we ask what President Johnson similarly asked when the 
nation declared a “War on Poverty” in the 1960s: How much would it cost to reach the minimal 
goal of bringing all elders up to the poverty level?   
 
To answer this question, we calculate the cost of eliminating extreme poverty among senior 
households in NYC by bringing them up to the federal poverty line.  In New York City, it would 
cost $858 million to raise the living standards for seniors living below the federal poverty line 
(which is lower than the NYC poverty line). The cost of preventing extreme deprivation for just 
one member of these families is $557 million (see Graph 1). This accounts for ALL New York 
seniors, regardless of their work status. 
  

 
Source: CPS March Supplement 2013 
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Graph 1: Cost of Eliminating Extreme Deprivation 
Among ALL Seniors in NYC 
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These costs will remain high even if we limit ourselves to eliminating extreme deprivation 
among New Yorkers 65 and over who are not working due to retirement or illness. As can be 
seen in Graph 2, it will cost the city $739 million to bring these seniors and their families up to 
the poverty line. In like manner, it will cost New York City $483 million to improve the living 
standards of seniors currently not working due to retirement or illness.  
 

 
 Source: CPS March Supplement 2013 
 
To place these numbers in context, it would cost the New York City less than $100 million to do 
ALL of the following: hire more than 200 new teachers, ensure that more than 800 children 
receive early intervention services for a year, providing more than 300 shelter units for 
homeless families for a year, and hiring more than 80 police officers per year.  
 
Our estimates are conservative. These costs would be significantly higher if we used measures 
of poverty that account for New York costs and included health care and housing costs, both of 
which are rapidly rising expenses in the budgets of most senior households. 
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Graph 2: Cost of Eliminating Extreme Deprivation 
Among Seniors who are Retired or ill in NYC 
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