
COSCO News
Council of Senior Citizens’ Organizations of B.C.

Number 74 Special Edition, April 2009

It’s never too late  
to make a better world

Together, we can do it

A real problem for many of 
us, as we get older, is isola-
tion. Our friends pass on. 

It’s harder to get around. And it’s 
almost impossible for any one of 
us acting alone to focus attention 
on the issues that matter to us, our 
children and our grandchildren.

It’s heart-breaking that the most 
vulnerable among us – the women 
and men who are most alone and 
most in need of the support of a 
civilized society – are the easiest for 
governments to ignore. Unseen. Un-
heard. No political power.

But we can make a difference if 
we stand together. 

Now is the time  
for us to speak out

We have spent our lives working, 
raising families, making a positive 
contribution to our province. We 
have earned the right to live with 
respect and dignity. We will not al-
low any government to forget and 
ignore us now that we are older.

This special edition of COSCO 
News contains information on some 
of the issues that COSCO has been 
working on over the last few years – 

issues that directly affect our lives 
and well-being as seniors.

For us, our children  
and our grandchildren

In the main, this edition summar-
izes information and recommenda-
tions from the “Conference on Sen-
iors’ Health, Housing and Income in 
a Global Age-Friendly Community” 
that COSCO organized last fall. The 
full report on this conference is cur-
rently being prepared for printing.

We are presenting this informa-
tion so that all of us – acting togeth-

er, not alone – can ask our candi-
dates where they stand on these 
important issues. 

We ask you to join us. If it’s hard 
for you to get out, please consid-
er contacting your candidates by 
phone, mail or e-mail to get their 
response. 

Please share this issue with your 
friends and neighbours, and discuss 
the issues with them. If we work 
together, we can put the well-being 
of seniors on the agenda for this 
election.

www.coscobc.ca
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A civil society 
treats seniors 
with dignity

COSCO fought the closure of the public seniors’ 
care facilities in Williams Lake because we know 
that moving frail seniors from one facility to an-

other is a traumatic experience which many seniors 
cannot survive. 

We protested to the Campbell government to no avail. 

Do you remember the Albo case in Trail where a mar-
ried couple was forcefully separated and one was moved 
into a care-facility far away? 

This resulted in the premature death of both. Again 
COSCO protested, and 25,000 citizens signed a petition 
protesting such practice.  

The Deputy Minister of Health was sent in to inves-
tigate and made a recommendation that such practices 
should be stopped. 

But last year it was repeated again and some frail 
seniors were moved from the non-profit Zion Park 
Manor to a more expensive for-profit facility. 

Again some premature deaths resulting from the 
move were reported. With frail seniors, the health au-
thorities can always fall back on the excuse that the 
deaths are from other causes.

Such excuses would not be necessary if the Campbell 
government treated seniors with respect and dignity.

Thank you!

COSCO gratefully acknowledges all of the partici-
pants and presenters at our Conference on Seniors’ 

Health, Housing and Income in a Global Age-Friendly 
Community. 

We are grateful for the financial and staff support 
provided by the B.C. Government and Service Employ-
ees’ Union, B.C. Ministry of Healthy Living and Sport, 
B.C. Ministry of Health Services, United Way of the 
Lower Mainland, B.C. Division of the Canadian Union 
of Public Employees, Atkinson Charitable Foundation, 
Regional Health Authorities, B.C. Teachers Federation, 
and seniors’ groups affiliated with COSCO.
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COSCO proposes initiatives to 
make life better for B.C. seniors

In September, 2008, COSCO 
sponsored a major conference 
on seniors’ health, housing and 

income in a global age-friendly com-
munity.

The conference brought together 
academics, researchers, government 
representatives, front-line service 
providers and – most importantly – 
seniors and their organizations.

We staunchly believe that seniors 
must be actively involved in deci-
sions that affect our lives. Decisions 
must be made with us, not for us.

Many significant recommenda-
tions flowed from the conference. 
These recommendations, and a brief 
description of the situations they are 
intended to correct, are presented in 
this special edition of COSCO News. 

These issues are of vital import-
ance to older British Columbians 
and our families.

We ask you to consider them with 
care, and to help us put seniors’ 
issues high on the agenda in this 
election campaign.

Together, we can make a positive 
difference in the lives of thousands 
of individuals and families.

ELECTION 2009:  Initiatives to improve the lives of seniors

Participants at the conference 
learned that older Canadians 
and British Columbians are 

burdened with the lowest levels of 
health literacy of any age group. 
This can result in increased hos-
pitalizations, inappropriate use of 
medication, higher rates of chronic 
disease such as diabetes, poor self-
management of chronic disease 
conditions, higher mortality, and, in 
short, difficulties in using the health 
care system.

Health literacy relates to the 
ability to access information, to 
make appropriate health-related 
decisions, and to understand and 
manage interaction with the health 
care system.

There are many examples of 
strategies to address health literacy.

These include:

•	 The Computer for Elders Learn-
ing Project, designed to increase 

confidence in computer, reading, 
and writing skills.

•	 The National Literacy Program’s 
guidelines to improve the label-
ling of medica-
tions and make 
the labels easier 
for all individuals 
to understand.

•	 The Older Adult Literacy Re-
source Manual and Workshop in-
itiative to improve understanding 
of the particular needs of older 
adult learners.

•	 The Mental Fitness for Life Pro-
gram, an 8-week series of work-
shops to improve older adults’ 
skills in goal setting, critical 
thinking, creativity, positive men-
tal attitude, learning, memory, 
and speaking one’s mind.

These programs are excellent 
steps towards addressing heath lit-
eracy. Unfortunately, many of the 
programs have been short term and 

are not well supported. Consequent-
ly, health literacy among older 
adults remains an issue that needs 
to be addressed in B.C. and Canada.

Improving health literacy

Low levels of health literacy can 
lead to more hospital admissions

Ask your candidates if they 
support these initiatives to 
make life better for seniors:

•	 Develop a comprehensive BC-
wide strategy to improve low lev-
els of literacy and health literacy 
in British Columbia, and provide 
BC residents, especially older 
adults, with the supports they 
need irrespective of their levels of 
literacy or health literacy.

•	 Make BC seniors a driving force 
in the development of this strat-
egy.
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A fall can be caused by many fac-
tors, and there are many things that 
can be done to help prevent them 
and the tragedy they can cause in 
the lives of seniors and their fam-
ilies.

These steps include environment-
al changes in the home and the com-
munity, as well as steps at the indi-
vidual level.

Examples of environmental chan-
ges that may decrease falls include 
modifications to one’s home, and at 
a broader level making communities 
more age-friendly. 

In the home, reducing clutter, re-
moving loose rugs, and altering slip-
pery floors can help reduce the risk 
of a fall. 

In the community, improvements 
to uneven sidewalks, poor lighting, 
and ensuring stairs have handrails 
can help prevent falls.

In addition, at the individual 
level, some exercise programs have 
been effective. For example, weight 
bearing aerobic activity combined 
with a stretching and flexibility com-
ponent has been found to decrease 
falls by up to 40 percent. Similar re-

sults were found among seniors who 
participated in Tai Chi to improve 
fitness and balance.

In another program, participants 
used a falls prevention checklist to 
identify and reduce risks. Over the 
six month study period, falls were 
reduced by 43 percent. 

We know what needs to be done. 
The challenge now is to translate 
the success found in small study 
samples to wide scale programs that 
will benefit all British Columbian 
seniors.

Ask your candidates if they 
support these initiatives to 
make life better for seniors:

•	 Build awareness of the import-
ance of falls and falls prevention, 
and let seniors drive this process.

•	 Increase funding to encourage 
seniors to participate in groups 
and make their own communities 
“age-friendly.”

•	 Support risk assessment and pre-
vention of falls due to osteopor-
osis, vision problems, and side ef-
fects of medications.

Preventing needless 
injuries and deaths
Every year in British Columbia, more than 10,000 seniors are hospital-

ized, and more than 800 die as a result of falls. Across Canada, falls 
result in 84 percent of injury-related hospitalizations among those who are 
65 and over. 

Forty percent of all nursing home admissions are the result of a fall. 
Where a fall results in a hip fracture, 20 percent of these individuals will 
die within one year.

Steps to promote 
healthy eating 
and more physical 
activity for seniors

Physical activity can be positive 
for individuals of all ages, not 

just physically, but also spiritually, 
emotionally, intellectually, and so-
cially.

Unfortunately, a mere 27 percent 
of men and 17 percent of women 
aged 65-74 are physically active.

Seniors have higher rates of 
chronic disease such as high blood 
pressure, high cholesterol, heart 
disease and cancer than the rest of 
the population. Many of these condi-
tions can be controlled or prevented 
through healthy eating and regular 
exercise.

The key to maintaining physical 
activity lies not only within the in-
dividual, but also within one’s im-
mediate family, surroundings, and 
community. Accordingly, programs 
must be developed to strengthen the 
social support networks of seniors in 
British Columbia.

Ask your candidates if they 
support these initiatives to 
make life better for seniors:

•	 Consult with seniors regarding 
how to increase participation in 
exercise and physical activity 
programs.

•	 Let all seniors “invest” in their 
own health by providing a tax 
credit towards funds spent on en-
gaging in physical activity.
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There are approximately 
10,000 deaths per year in 
Canada due to what is called 

“adverse drug events.”

One study found that 25 percent 
of hospitalizations in British Col-
umbia’s largest hospital are drug 
related. 

About 16 percent of these inci-
dents were the result of not using a 
medication as it was prescribed.

Among the elderly, non-compli-
ance rates run as high as 50-60 per-
cent.

This can result in a huge person-
al cost to families because it directly 
affects the health and well-being of 
loved ones.

on medication compliance are out-

lined in the National Literacy and 

Health’s publication Good Medicine 

for Seniors: Guidelines for Plain 

Language and Good Design in Pre-

scription Medication. 

These include organizing and 

presenting information so that it 

makes sense to the patient, and em-

powering seniors by way of compli-

ance-enhancing strategies.

It is time to implement these 

strategies so that all individuals – 

regardless of age or health literacy 

levels – may safely use the medica-

tions that have been prescribed by 

their doctor.

Ask your candidates if they 
support these initiatives to 
make life better for seniors:

•	 Support a National Drug Formu-

lary that is to provide accurate 

information on the quality, effect-

iveness, and price of prescription 

drugs.

•	 Reinstate the 2001 BC Pharma-

care Program.

•	 Increase collaboration and part-

nership between Health Canada, 

university researchers, doctors, 

pharmacists, patients, and care-

givers to ensure success.

•	 Expand the Chronic Disease Self-

Management Program.

•	 Increase funding for programs 

and research initiatives designed 

to enhance health literacy among 

Canadian seniors.

Proper use of drugs is 
critical to good health
Incomprehensible labels and instructions lead to 
hospitalization and thousands of deaths

There are many aspects to this, 
but one significant component is the 
failure to take a medication.

Action to prevent such tragedies 
and save lives is urgently needed 
and there is much that can be done. 

It even makes financial sense. 

It’s been estimated that the cost 
of non-compliance in taking drugs 
was up to $14 billion in Canada last 
year.

In other words, taking action on 
this issue will not only save lives 
and help families avoid needless 
tragedies, it will save us money.

A number of excellent recom-
mendations to address the issue 
of health literacy and its impact 
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According to BC Mental 
Health and Addiction Ser-
vices, the lifetime risk of de-

veloping a mental disorder is close 
to 25 percent. 

Mental health is affected by ex-

ternal forces such as housing, in-
come, public services, and mobility, 
as well as personal factors: social, 
spiritual, physical, and emotional.

Each person’s literacy, knowledge 
and beliefs affect the ability to rec-
ognize problems, and to seek mental 
health and addiction information 
and help for ourselves or others.

For that reason, it is important 
to develop plain language materi-
als, and to involve consumers in 
all stages of the development, pro-
duction, and testing of materials. 

The keys to better mental health 
COSCO emphasizes the importance 
of involving seniors in the process of 
developing mental health materials 
and programs that are to be directed 
to older individuals.

Home care also has a role to play. 

The Seniors’ Mental Health and 
Home Care study concluded that “in 
order to preserve and promote sen-
iors’ mental health, there is a need 
to enhance the capacity of home 
care to identify and support seniors’ 
mental health issues both through 
the type of services provided, and 
the way in which they are provided.” 

Home care contributes to good 
mental health by promoting in-
dependence, providing social inter-
action, assisting in the recognition 
of mental health issues, and pro-
viding information and support to 
seniors and family caregivers. Un-
fortunately, in recent years, home 

care services have been significantly 

reduced, not expanded.

Ask your candidates if they 
support these initiatives:

•	 Support the development of a Na-

tional Policy on Mental Health.

•	 Involve seniors in the process of 

developing mental health pro-

grams and materials that are to 

be directed toward older individ-

uals.

•	 Recognize the expanded role that 

home care workers can provide 

in promoting good mental health, 

and increase financial support to 

this sector.

•	 Use the World Health Organiza-

tion’s Global Age-friendly Cities: 

A Guide as a template to build 

healthy communities.

The Premier’s Council on Seniors and Aging

We saw good community input into the deliberations of the Pre-
mier’s Council on Seniors and Aging. The highly respected 

Council Chair and Members listened to the public. They delivered 
good and positive recommendations to the Premier. 

Unfortunately, the Premier disregarded all of the recommendations 
except one, the one deleting the mandatory retirement age. All of the 
proposals on additional seniors’ housing, improved seniors’ health 
care, greater home support, and income were simply ignored. 

Now there’s vague talk about a new home-support program, and 
the Premier has set up a Seniors’ Healthy Living Network. 

We just hope that we are not in for another disappointment. We 
know the old saying: “Fool me once shame on you, fool me twice shame 
on me.” 
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It is estimated that up to 10 per-
cent of us will be abused as we 
grow older. The abuse of older 

adults takes many forms. It includes 
neglect, physical, sexual, emotional, 
psychological, medical, financial, 
and legal abuse, often at the hands 
of family members.

In many cases, abuse goes un-
reported due to fear of reprisal, loss 
of care, or simply not knowing where 
to report it.

Additionally, many seniors may 
remain silent. 

They fear that reporting such 
abuse would be interpreted by care 
agencies as a sign of incompetence. 

Outreach is clearly needed in this 
area. COSCO supports expansion of 
the work currently carried out by 
the BC Association of Community 
Response Networks (BCACRN). 

This network was established to 
increase public awareness of elder 
abuse and neglect, and to create 
support networks within commun-
ities around the province.

Seniors – the very people who can 
least afford it – are also among the 
most frequent victims of fraud.

These scams involve credit cards, 
bank accounts, mortgage schemes, 
and the marketing of unneeded 
home repairs by way of traditional 
mail, telemarketers, door-to-door 
salespeople, and the Internet.

The Canadian National Advisory 

Council on Aging reports more than 
half of the victims of fraudulent tele-
marketing are over 60, even though 
this age group represents less than 
15 percent of our population.

Putting a stop to abuse and 
neglect of the elderly

Ask your candidates if they 
support these initiatives to 
make life better for seniors:
•	 Increase awareness of elder abuse 

and develop support programs to 
prevent it. 

•	 Increase funding of the BCACRN 
so their work may reach all BC 
communities.

•	 Increase funding for home care, 
as this work contributes by re-
ducing social isolation.

•	 Involve seniors in the process of 
building healthy communities, 
and in identifying opportunities 
to increase social participation 
among their peers.

COSCO and its affiliated organ-
izations participated fully in all 

of the Conversation on Health hear-
ings. We presented briefs and pro-
vided hard evidence on the short-
comings of our health care system. 
We provided many suggestions how 
the system could be improved. 

To the credit of the people who 
run the hearings the final report did 
closely reflect the broad consensus 
of the many participants’ input into 
the hearings. The report came out 
clearly in support of a publicly run 
and publicly administered universal 
health care system and in opposition 
to the privatization of the system. 

The Official Opposition came out 
in support of the report’s recommen-
dations. 

However Premier Campbell, in a 
cabinet meeting, chided the Minis-
ter of Health for the report and has 
done everything possible to priva-
tize health care. 

The Premier’s excursions into 
public-private partnerships in 
health care have been proven to be 
much more costly then strictly pub-
lic endeavours. The Conversation on 
Health has demonstrated that the 
Premier is not prepared to listen 
to the public, regardless how broad 
that public input is.

Conversation on health
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According to the Participa-
tion and Activity Limitation 
Survey conducted by Statis-

tics Canada more than 40 percent of 
Canadians aged 65 and over have at 
least one disability.

They have difficulty with daily 
activities such as getting out of bed, 
walking grooming, using the toilet, 
control over bodily functions, bath-
ing and eating.

Given that the number of us who 
are over 65 will continue to increase 
in the years ahead, taking steps to 
enhance the lives of those living with 
a disability will improve the quality 

of life of many men and women.

COSCO embraces the concept 
that an “an age-friendly society 
would also be a disability-friendly 
society.”

People with disabilities have the 
right, as we all do, to participate 
meaningfully in our communities.

Unfortunately, the Canadian 
Centre on Disabilities Studies re-
ports that many older people with 
disabilities remain “socially isolated 
due to issues with community and 
housing accessibility, lack of finan-
cial resources, lack of transportation 
and disability supports, inadequate 

Home support cuts make life 
harder for seniors with disabilities

community policies to accommodate 
their needs, gender-specific issues 
and negative societal attitudes.”

The biggest immediate need is to 
improve home support services.

Under the current government, 
home support hours province-wide 
have been cut by 12 percent. The 
number of people receiving home 
support has been cut by 24 per-
cent. And in some communities, 80 
percent of clients have had cuts in 
help with bathing, grocery shopping, 
laundry and cleaning.

This trend forces women who are 
society’s traditional caregivers into 
the position of providing unpaid 
care for individuals who are in need. 
The first priority in improving the 
lives of those aging with a disability 
is to halt and reverse the deteriora-
tion of care in this sector.

Ask your candidates if they 
support these initiatives to 
make life better for seniors:

•	 Increase dialogue between the 
disability and aging sectors with 
governments, non-profit agencies, 
and consumers.

•	 Eliminate the trend towards cas-
ual employment in the home care 
sector and increase the continuity 
to those currently under care. 

•	 Increase quality and quantity of 
home care for people with dis-
abilities.

COSCO believes that care across 
the entire continuum must be 

guided by the principles of dignity, 
independence, fairness, participa-
tion, and security. 

We must remember that all indi-
viduals are valued members of our 
society. 

Assisted living facilities should 
be built in all neighbourhoods so 
older people can stay close to home, 
friends and family.

Ask your candidates if they 
support these initiatives:

•	 Ensure assisted living environ-
ments are available to seniors 

in their own neighbourhoods re-

gardless of income level and net 

worth.

•	 Promote public or non-profit over 

private, for-profit facilities.

•	 Legislate that all assisted living 

facilities and long-term care fa-

cilities be required to have a ten-

ants’ council.

•	 Increase funding to intergenera-

tional programs geared at main-

taining one’s connection to the 

broader community.

•	 Enhance assisted living options 

for both urban and rural seniors.

Reforming assisted living  
to meet the needs of seniors
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As we get older, most of us 
want to live with dignity in 
our own homes, in our own 

community, close to friends and 
family for as long as we can. We 
have earned the right to make that 
decision.

COSCO supports all public poli-
cies and programs that enhance the 
ability of seniors to age in place.

These programs include a uni-
versal home care and home-support 
program, accessible public trans-
portation, an affordable safe home 
maintenance design and construc-
tion program, preventive and cura-
tive health services delivered free of 
ageism, and programs that help us 
cope with chronic conditions.

Most seniors spend the major-
ity of their lives living in a private 
household. Not everyone is that 
lucky.

Since the Campbell government 
eliminated B.C.’s affordable housing 
program, homelessness has more 
than doubled. The proportion of sen-
iors who are homeless is one of the 
fastest growing segments. In addi-
tion, more than 3,000 seniors are on 
the waiting list for subsidized hous-
ing.

Our first concern is that no sen-
ior should be spending more than 
30 percent of his or her income on 
housing. This issue is especially pro-
nounced in the B.C. rental market. 
Vacancy rates are in the neighbour-
hood of 1 percent, so there is little 
choice of accommodation. Landlords 
have been accused of using loopholes 
in the B.C. Residential Tenancy Act 
to raise rents by up to 15 percent in 
a single year, a heavy blow for sen-
iors who live on fixed incomes.

The goal of aging in place is in 
harmony with efficient health care. 
It is less expensive to care for indi-
viduals in the home than in institu-
tional settings.

COSCO applauds the Denmark 
model where 24 hours per day, seven 
days per week universal home care 
and home support have simultan-
eously improved seniors’ quality of 
life and independence and reduced 
health care costs.

Now is also the time to incorpor-
ate principles of universal design 
into the building code. It currently 
costs more than $80,000 to convert 
a home to accommodate a disabled 

Choosing independence –  
and where we will live

person. Such costs are dramatically 
reduced in homes that incorpor-
ate about $1,200 worth of features 
in the design and building phase. 
These features include simple chan-
ges such as doors with wider frames, 
and plumbing that can easily be 
lowered to accommodate an indi-
vidual in a wheelchair. A disability-
friendly home is an age-friendly 
home, and an age-friendly home 
benefits all members of a family and 
a community.

Ask your candidates if they 
support these initiatives to 
make life better for seniors:

•	 Immediate design and implemen-
tation of universal 24 hours per 
day, 7 days per week home care 
and home support.

•	 Engage seniors in the dialogue 
that is necessary to design an 
appropriate universal home care 
program.

•	 Address the issues of income that 
threaten one’s ability to age in 
place.

•	 Incorporate principles of univer-
sal design into the building code 
so that our stock of senior-friend-
ly homes continues to grow. 

•	 Approach seniors’ housing issues 
with the goal of keeping housing 
costs below 30 percent of income.

•	 Eliminate loopholes in the B.C. 
Residential Tenancy Act that 
cause seniors to lose their homes 
or face large rent increases.
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Membership Application
Please mail to the address below

q I wish to join COSCO as an Associate Member. I enclose my $25 membership fee.
q I wish to make a donation to COSCO. Please find enclosed a cheque for $_______.

Name: _______________________________________________________________________

Address: _____________________________________________________________________

Postal Code: ___________  Phone: _____________________ Fax: ____________________

E-mail: _____________________________________________________________________

Date: _____________________ Signature: _______________________________________

•	 Please make cheques payable to COSCO.

•	 Mail your application to Ernie Bayer, Membership Secretary, 6079 
- 184 A Street, Surrey, BC V3S 7P7  604 576-9734.

•	 Seniors groups or organizations wishing information about joining COSCO 
should write or phone Ernie Bayer and request a membership package.

(PLEASE PRINT)
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A number of technologies could 
improve care for older people 

in their own communities, enabling 
them to age-in-place and remain out 

of expensive long term care beds.

These technologies include pas-
sive home monitoring of individuals, 
medication reminders and dispens-
ing devices, video-conferencing, and 
complete systems that combine fea-
tures of stand-alone technologies, 
smart homes, and tele-health.

COSCO encourages governments 
at the federal and provincial levels 
to expand funding opportunities for 
research into these emerging areas, 
so that in the future, Canadians 
may benefit from leading the world 
in innovation rather than coming 
from behind. 

Cooperation involving govern-
ment, business, academic research 

institutes, and seniors’ organiza-
tions could provide the synergies re-
quired become a world leader in the 
delivery of health and home care.

Ask your candidates if they 
support these initiatives to 
make life better for seniors:

•	 Reform the legal and regulatory 
framework to enable health care 
technologies.

•	 Increase funding to British Col-
umbia universities specializing 
in technology that may assist in 
enabling seniors to age-in-place.

•	 Cultivate the synergies required 
to become a world leader in in-
novation.

How technology can help as we get older


