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After putting five children through college, selling her house decades ago, and losing her husband, Thelma Osit had only her Social Security checks to live on two years ago when her son, whom she lived with in Mount Sinai, decided to sell his house.

"For the first time in my life," she said, "I was going to live alone."

That's when Osit, 71, found Woodcrest Estates, an affordable senior housing community that was being built in Port Jefferson Station. Now she rents an apartment there, plays bingo, volunteers at a hospice, helps babysit her grandchildren and is running for president of the ladies club.

If she wasn't here, said Osit, who has ash-blonde hair and looks younger than her years, "I couldn't live like this. I would have to live with a child or I'd have to move to Florida, where it's cheaper." 

Osit got in at the right time. Now there are 512 people waiting for apartments to open up at Woodcrest, where the 256 units rent at $864 for a one-bedroom and $1,041 for a two-bedroom.

Demographers and planners say the need for senior housing, in Brookhaven and across the Island, is dire. But at the rate developers are scrambling to fill that need by building planned retirement communities, some worry that the town may soon resemble a Florida without the palm trees and pastels.

Eleven planned retirement communities, PRCs as they are widely known, are at various stages of the planning process with the Town of Brookhaven or are under construction. Five more applications to create PRC zones are currently before the town board. Suffolk County Planning department records show 4,190 units of senior citizen multi-unit housing are proposed throughout Brookhaven, an increase of more than 50 percent from the current 7,961. Outside of Brookhaven, about 5,000 more units are proposed in Suffolk County, a similar increase in percentage.

Although at first glance senior housing looks like a benign enough prospect - adding to the tax base without burdening the school system - and although most acknowledge the need is great as the population ages and elders struggle to stay in their communities, opposition to the wave of new PRCs is building in many quarters.

"I believe the PRCs have become a vehicle of convenience for the town to facilitate more development," said Assemb. Steven Englebright (D-Setauket), who chairs the Committee on Aging. He said they, like other developments, create a strain on the town's roads, water supplies and services, and he supports calls from civic associations for a moratorium on new PRCs until a comprehensive plan for senior housing in Brookhaven can be completed.

"These are just like spring mushrooms growing up," he said. "They're very popular. They're very attractive. However, there appears to be a glut now."

Cynthia Barnes, a member of the Civic Association of the Setaukets, has been active in opposing a zoning change that would allow a PRC in East Setauket. Her concern is that the PRCs add to traffic and further suburban sprawl. "They're gated communities," she said. "I'm calling them gilded ghettos."

"Gilded" because apartments in the higher-end developments can cost upward of $350,000 when, Barnes said, the need is for affordable senior housing. And "gated," she said, because some of the developments are surrounded by walls and are a car ride away from commercial centers.

"It's a development racket," said Richard Amper, executive director of the Pine Barrens Society. Since a PRC zoning allows a greater density of units than A-1 residential zoning does, the retirement communities are especially lucrative for developers, he said. "This is not social service," he said. "This is greed."

There is also a concern that senior housing is springing up on Compatible Growth Area land, which buffers the pine barrens and has state development restrictions.

"It's kind of negating the whole Pine Barrens Act," said Lorraine Dittko of Manorville, a founder of the Manorville-East Moriches Civic Association. "They're using this excuse. They say, 'Listen, instead of having sprawling development, A-1 [zoning], we're going to condense it. They [the seniors] won't be hindering the schools and they'll be adding tax dollars."

But, Dittko said, "We've seen it before, and what's left there is just wall-to-wall concrete, everything you liked about the area is gone, and there's lots of cars."

Others worry that the PRCs will eventually bring children into school systems by becoming multi-family housing, either because the market for senior housing will decline and the developers will not be able to fill the units with over-55s, or because age-restricted housing could be declared illegal by the courts. In Huntington, an affordable housing advocacy group is suing the town over a PRC, saying it excludes low-income families and minorities.

But experts say the need for senior housing is real, since Long Island's current housing stock is heavily skewed toward single-family detached houses. Seniors who are from the area or who move here to be near family have a hard time finding the apartment or condominium housing that fits their needs.

John Howard Lancaster, 85, tried for years to move here from New Mexico with his wife, Phyllis, 84, to be near their daughters, grandchildren and great-grandchildren. "We waited and waited and waited until something like this opened up," said Lancaster, dressed in shorts and a golf shirt as he strolled around Jefferson's Ferry, a "lifecare" community in Centereach that resembles an upscale resort. Residents pay an initial fee of $199,000 to $402,000 and then $1,850 to $4,260 a month thereafter for its combination of independent living, assisted living, and skilled nursing, along with an indoor pool, putting green, bocce court and fine dining. The 248-unit facility has a waiting list of 118 people.

Not many can afford this level of luxury, but an analysis of the 2000 Census reports by Pearl Kamer, an economist at the Long Island Association, shows a large potential market for PRCs. Almost 84,000 people over 55 live in Brookhaven, she found, and in Suffolk as a whole, 25 percent of households include a person who is 65 or older. Most seniors continue to live in their own houses, Kamer says in her report. She attributes this to, among other things, a lack of rental housing - and especially affordable rental housing - on the Island.

"There's a serious deficiency," said Brookhaven Supervisor John Jay LaValle, who was critical of those who come to zoning and town board meetings to oppose new senior housing.

"It's almost like seeing people oppose the existence of senior citizens," he said. "I just don't think it's appropriate to disregard the needs of our senior citizens for our own selfish reasons. One day, we too will be there."

Senior citizens are not what they object to, said Connie Kepert, past president of the Affiliated Brookhaven Civic Associations. "We are obviously not anti-senior citizens," Kepert said. "What we want to do is incorporate seniors in our communities, and welcome them in our communities, rather than segregate them somewhere else, where they become isolated.

Building Boom: Planned Retirement Communities in the planning process or under construction in Brookhaven

Name

1. The Oaks at Stony 45

Stonybrook Brook

2. Hertlin House Supportive Lake 120

Senior Housing Ronkonkoma

3. Fairway Blue 120

Manor Point

4. Fairfield Knolls at Port Jefferson 293

Port Jefferson Station Station

5. The Oak at Terryville 56

Hawkins Path

6. Cabrini Coram 66

Gardens

7. Fairfield at Pinewood Coram 173

at Coram

8. Patchogue Senior East 174

Apartments Patchogue

9. Cross Roads Plaza at Miller 84

Miller Place Place

10. Pinewood Middle 184

Estates Island

11. Senior Housing at East 324

E. Moriches Moriches

SOURCE: Brookhaven Public Information Offce

GRAPHIC: Newsday Photos / Alejandra Villa - 1) Charlie Beaudrie, 82, enjoys a swim at Jefferson's Ferry retirement community, where he has lived for the past 4 months. 2) Thelma Osit, 71, with dog Betsy, stands in front of her apartment at Woodcrest Estates. 3) Caryl Balter, a 7-month resident at Woodcrest Estates, participates with fellow residents in one of their ladies' club meetings. 4) Newsday Cover Photo / Alejandra Villa - Lucette Von Halle, left, and Frieda Engleberger sit outside the Jefferson's Ferry retirement community. Newsday Map/Chart by Linda McKenney - Building Boom: Planned Retirement Communities in the planning process or under construction in Brookhaven (see end of text; map not in text database)
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