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Planning and Development
As the Area Agency on Aging for Philadelphia, Philadelphia Corporation for Aging (PCA) touches the lives of over 100,000 older persons each year and contracts with over 130 agencies to provide health and social services.  PCA assesses the needs of older persons, and through planning, advocacy, information and education, contract administration, and direct service provision helps address those needs. Thus, the agency is in a unique position to understand the current gaps and coming needs of senior citizens; we are connected to the entire continuum of care, and we serve as a hub for aging services in the community.  In an environment of limited resources and complex needs, it is crucial that services be efficiently managed and coordinated. 

Aging services, and our understanding of the needs of seniors, have grown increasingly sophisticated over the 35 years since PCA was created. However, we are now at a critical turning point. Our population is becoming more diverse in many ways, and more complex in terms of its health care needs. The need for services is increasing both because of increasing numbers of seniors and because the numbers of frail elderly with multiple conditions are on the rise.   

Philadelphia is in some ways unique, and in other ways similar to other urban areas in the state, both large and small.  The needs of our seniors are tremendous, and growing – beginning with the roofs over their heads. More than 70% of Philadelphia’s seniors own their own homes – but those homes are crumbling around them. There are insufficient resources for repairs; and an inadequate supply of affordable and accessible housing. In fact, elders living In Philadelphia report significantly more need for home repair than those in any of the four surrounding counties.  

The proportion of elders living in poverty in Philadelphia is 20%, as compared with 11 % statewide. Older Philadelphians are also much more likely to live alone and to exhibit personal care needs than elders elsewhere in the commonwealth.

Philadelphia has a growing minority population, which projections indicate will comprise 60% of the older population by 2025. In addition, more than 6% of both our minority and non-minority elders currently experience linguistic isolation. Language and cultural barriers further complicate the service delivery process. A much larger multi-lingual workforce will be needed than presently exists.
Minority groups on the whole experience higher rates of poverty, lower education levels, inadequate housing and poor nutrition, along with a lifetime history of poor medical care. As this population ages, health deteriorates more rapidly and individuals are more prone to chronic illnesses such as cardiovascular disease, asthma and diabetes. 

In the coming years, we will have more elders reporting a lengthening list of chronic ailments.  Not only can people live longer with such illnesses as diabetes and COPD, and with diagnoses that indicate severe impairment of functional health such as arthritis; but other disorders such as HIV infection have become chronic illnesses, meaning that the health status of many elders will become increasingly complex. The incidence of dementia is expected to increase as well.

It should be noted that caring for grandchildren has also increased the burden on older people. We estimate that 5,000 elders have cared for a grandchild for six months or more. Of those, 95% are members of a minority group and a third have incomes below the poverty level.
At the same time as we face increasing service challenges, we are encountering serious financial shortfalls. Over the past several years, PCA and its service providers have experienced effectively flat funding.  With the current economic crisis, we are deeply concerned about the prospects for the future. If funding remains flat or diminishes in the face of increasing needs, we will be looking at a disastrous situation. This is complicated by the PA Department on Aging’s   intra-state funding formula, which under values the impact of minority status and poverty on service needs in calculating funding allocations.
PCA serves more than 5,100 seniors in the Over 60 Medicaid Waiver program, providing care that enables them to remain at home. However, there are long waiting lists for the Options in home program, which is supported through the Pennsylvania Lottery. Two years ago there was a significant Lottery surplus; instead of using that to adequately fund programs such as Options, legal services and senior centers, the state used the money to balance the budget.
Research shows that seniors remain healthier longer if they are able to remain in their own homes, and in their own communities. It is also more economical for them to do so, than for them to move to a nursing home. This means providing sufficient funding for home and community based services, and for the constellation of services in the community.
Older people also need neighborhoods that are supportive of them. We asked our Milestones readers what would make their neighborhood a better place in which to live.  700 older persons responded to the survey and repeatedly asked for safer streets (including better lighting and more police presence), to get rid of gangs, to build better and stronger relations among their neighbors, to see a grocery, a restaurant, or other business move into their neighborhood, and to get rid of the trash and litter they see every day on their block.  
City policies (zoning, public safety, transportation, etc) have a profound and unappreciated impact on older people and their ability to function in and feel supported by their neighborhood. Pedestrian issues, like the timing of traffic lights and broken sidewalks, affect walkability and are important quality of life elements. All of these policies should be evaluated with the needs of the elderly in mind.
It is also especially important to educate the community, and to develop connections, informal supports and collaborations, to strengthen the safety net for all seniors. We need to encourage neighbors to help neighbors and neighborhoods to support their older residents. PCA is working towards these goals, through a public education campaign and through initiatives to link senior centers, faith communities, block captains and other community organizations and to create collaborations that enhance the lives of both seniors and the community as a whole.  
“Social capital,” how one feels about their neighborhood and their community connectedness, has been shown to contribute significantly to the psychological and physical well being of older persons, whether healthy or frail.
When the growing diversity within the population is combined with the increasingly complex health and social conditions experienced by many elders, we face a very challenging future that will require serious rethinking of current models for care.  

In closing, rather than an Aging in Place model, City Council may want to consider an Aging in Community model, which includes the broader community context in which the older person lives and which has so much to do with their quality of life.
