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Groundbreaking Scheduled Here for Pioneering Housing Development for Older Adults
ST. LOUIS, August 31 2017 – Groundbreaking ceremonies were held here today for the second phase of a new housing development that has stirred national interest for its innovative approach to one of nation’s most pressing problems – how to house and care for its growing older adult population. 
The groundbreaking was for the Covenant Place II Cahn Family Building, the second of three four-story apartment buildings planned for the I. E. Millstone Jewish Community Campus, near the northwest corner of Lindbergh Boulevard and Schuetz Road in St. Louis County. Scheduled for completion in early 2019, the new building will contain 102 affordable apartments and connect with the Covenant Place I Harry & Jeanette Weinberg Building, which features 101 affordable units. Covenant Place I opened in June 2016.  Phase 3, for which 150 more apartments are planned, is expected to be built in a few years.    
It’s the Covenant Place II Cahn Family Building, however, that accounts for much of the excitement and financial support the project is receiving from advocates for the elderly across the country.  
The Baltimore-based Harry and Jeanette Weinberg Foundation, for example, invests across the country in affordable housing for older adults with limited incomes – particularly models that provide comprehensive services that enable older adults to remain independent, with maximum quality of life.  “The model developed by Covenant Place,” said Aaron Merki, Weinberg’s program director, older adults, “places it among the best organizations nationally in empowering older adults to age in their communities.” 
That’s because in addition to its three floors of apartments, the Cahn Family Building will feature on its first floor a 19,000 square foot community center that will be used to offer a set of services and amenities that will be uniquely comprehensive in scope. Among them will be medical care (primary, audiology, podiatry, dentistry, physical therapy, and nursing); social work-related services; Medicare navigation; a multipurpose room for movies, speakers, and banquets;  mobile library visits; a beauty and barber shop; banking, legal services; wellness, fitness, and cooking classes; lifelong learning; and affordable café-style dining with both table and counter seating, like a sports bar.
Moreover, the Mirowitz Center, as it will be called, will not only be open to the 400 people who will live in Covenant Place when it’s completed.  It will also be open seven days a week to the large older adult population that lives nearby. Covenant Place is situated within a “NORC” – a naturally occurring retirement community.  Within a three-mile radius are 16,000 people 65 and older, and within five miles, more than 40,000.    

Covenant Place will therefore address several societal issues related to older adults at once: 
1. The shortage of affordable housing – In St. Louis and across the country, this problem is rapidly growing more acute as the nation’s senior population swells. More than 19 million older adults already live in unaffordable or inadequate housing, the AARP reports. Covenant Place will provide about 400 seniors with high-quality affordable housing under the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’ (HUD’s) Section 8 program, which provides rent subsidies to people whose incomes are less than 50 percent of the area median -- $26,100 here. 

1. Inadequate and needlessly expensive health care – Because many older adults do not drive, transportation is frequently a barrier to their receipt of regular medical care. Too often they ignore health problems until they erupt in a crisis requiring a visit to the emergency room or a 911 call, both of which are expensive. Ambulance rides alone now cost Medicare more than $6 billion a year.   
By grouping a range of medical services under one roof, Covenant Place is hoping to make healthcare more convenient for residents and non-residents alike – enabling patients to make a single trip to a single location, park once, and get whatever care they need. The result should be improved health, as well as lower cost for patients, taxpayers, and health insurance ratepayers.   
1. Social isolation – For a variety of reasons – the inability to drive; dependence on walkers or wheelchairs; the loss of their friends and the scattering of their children across the country – the elderly today often face a degree of isolation unknown to previous generations. Nearly a half of all women and a quarter of all men 75 and older live alone, the Census Bureau reports. Researchers at Brigham Young University have quantified the heightened risk of mortality from loneliness as the equal of smoking 15 cigarettes a day.   

By offering so many recreational services, the Mirowitz Center is expected to become a magnet for older adults throughout the area – to be a place where they just want to spend time. A Covenant Place bus circulating through the area surrounding the Center will provide round-trip transportation and take people to shopping and cultural events.   

1. The preference for “aging in place” over institutionalization– At any one time, about a fourth of the 400 residents of Covenant Place will need help with basic housekeeping services such as cleaning their apartments and doing their laundry. Using private philanthropy, Covenant Place will provide these relatively inexpensive but critical services. 

Continuing to live in their own homes is a benefit to these residents, but it’s a benefit to taxpayers as well. People who cannot handle their own “activities of daily living” are often left with only two options: paying at least $5,000 a month for a home in an assisted living facility or taking a bed paid for by Medicaid in a nursing home. Since the overwhelming majority of elderly – including all those who will live at Covenant Place – cannot afford assisted living, they are often forced onto Medicaid, even though the level of care in a nursing home exceeds their actual need. “Medicaid has become the safety net for millions … who find themselves unable to pay for nursing home beds or in-home caregivers,” Kaiser Health News reported last year.
  
Partly as a result, the cost of nursing home beds for the elderly now accounts for more than a third of all Medicaid spending and is swamping the Medicaid system, which is paid for by federal and state taxpayers. Meanwhile, the services provided by the Mirowitz Center will enable more of the older adults in the surrounding area to age in place, too – providing additional savings to the taxpayers.  

Because of its sweeping approach to all these issues, Covenant Place, which is sponsored and owned by a non-profit by the same name, has drawn an unusual combination of public and private support.  In addition to HUD and the Weinberg Foundation, backers include St. Louis County, the Missouri Housing Development Commission (MHDC), the Jewish Federation of St. Louis, and numerous private foundations and individuals, including a major gift from the building’s namesakes, St. Louisans Paul and Elissa Cahn.   
St. Louis County, for example, provided a $300,000 Community Development Block Grant and has facilitated a $3 million HUD loan for the Center. The county’s support was also crucial to the first two phases of the project qualifying for Low Income Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC), a program that enables investors to receive federal and state tax credits.
“A key part of my administration’s strategic plan is to ensure the county is an age-friendly community and Covenant Place II shares that mission,” St. Louis County Executive Steve Stenger said. “For that reason, my administration made this project a priority for the awarding of federal funds.”   
Andrew Rehfeld is president of the Jewish Federation of St. Louis, which has committed $750,000 to the entire project.  He called Covenant Place “the most significant capital project the Jewish community has undertaken in a generation in terms of lives impacted and support for those who are economically in need.” 
Covenant Place II Cahn Family Building is projected to cost $30 million, including $12 million for the Mirowitz Center, which is named for Helene Mirowitz and her late husband Carl, long-time benefactors of the Jewish community. About $11 million of the $30 million cost is expected to come from private sources. The budget for all three phases, with 355 apartments in total, is projected at about $84 million, of which about 30 percent is projected to come from private sources. 
“This project is demonstrating how we can leverage private dollars with public ones to help address some of society’s biggest problems,” said Joan Denison, executive director of Covenant Place. 
McCormack Baron Salazar, Inc. is the developer; BSI Constructors, Inc. is the general contractor; and Lawrence Group is the architect. 
Covenant Place is replacing a 1970s-era project called Covenant House, which is virtually on the same site and which also comprised three buildings. At Covenant Place, all apartments are “universally designed,” meaning they’re built to accommodate wheelchairs and have bathroom fixtures for the disabled, among other features. The 423 efficiency and one bedroom apartments in the original Covenant House buildings lacked those features.  When Covenant House was built, Denison noted, life spans were shorter and the expectation was that people would live there only a few years before they either died or moved to a nursing home.  
Now, Denison said, “Twenty percent of our residents are in their 90s and they’re active and engaged. So this is not going to be a place where people come to die.  It’s a place where people come to live.” 
###
Find us on Facebook at CovenantPlaceSTL and on Twitter @SeniorLivingSTL or on the web at CovenantPlaceSTL.org
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