SENIOR ADVOCACY SERVICES
A Tradition of Service for North Bay Seniors
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 Forget Me Not
Senior Advocacy Services promotes the health, dignity, rights and quality of life of seniors and disabled persons in the North Bay.  We offer services that make a difference in people’s lives, helping seniors select the best housing and insurance options for their needs and protecting the rights and well-being of people living in long-term care facilities.  However, we cannot do it alone.  We rely on community support, especially volunteer time and donations, in order to provide our services.  Please read on to learn more about the challenges faced by our seniors, how Senior Advocacy Services assists people with those challenges, and how you can personally make a difference in your community. 
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The North Bay region covered by Senior Advocacy Services includes six counties: Marin, Sonoma, Solano, Napa, Lake and Mendocino.  There are 223,000 persons age 60 and over living in this region, of which one-third – almost 75,000 people – are in Sonoma County.
[image: image3.wmf]The number of persons age 60 and over is growing faster than any other age group.  In Sonoma County alone, the number of seniors is projected to double between the years 2000 and 2020.  The growth rate has been especially high among our oldest citizens; while the total population of Sonoma County increased by 18% in the last decade, the age 75+ population increased 26% and the age 85+ population increased by 60%.
Almost all of these seniors will, at some point in their lives, be greatly impacted by one of more of the following issues: selecting and using insurance to receive health care services, moving (temporarily or permanently) to a long-term care residence that offers specialized support, and maintaining a good quality of life while residing in a long-term care facility.  Senior Advocacy Services has assisted thousands of people with these critical issues.
Selecting and Using Health Insurance.  One of the central challenges facing seniors is being able to obtain and pay for health care during their later years, when more health needs arise and care tends to be more costly.  People are confronted with understanding the Medicare program and deciding whether to enroll in a Health Maintenance Organization (HMO) or fee-for-service plan.  Choices are also often made among a bewildering number of insurance options to supplement Medicare such as “Medigap” policies, long-term care insurance, and Medi-Cal for low income individuals.  

Senior health insurance decisions cannot be taken lightly.  Medicare requires substantial cost-sharing for many health care services, and it does not cover other critical services such as outpatient prescription drugs, vision and dental care, and some preventive services.  As a result, Medicare beneficiaries spend an average of 19% of their income on out-of-pocket health care costs on top of what is covered by Medicare.  The situation is particularly acute for seniors with a limited income.

A study by the Public Policy Institute highlighted the importance of services to educate people about senior health insurance options.  The study asked almost 1,700 Medicare consumers to describe the differences between Health Maintenance Organizations (HMOs) and traditional fee-for-service options that are available under Medicare.  30% of respondents knew almost nothing about HMOs, even though half of them were currently enrolled in an HMO.  Only one in ten respondents had adequate knowledge of the differences between HMO and fee-for-service options.

Even after appropriate insurance options are selected, seniors can require help in obtaining health care services under their insurance plans.  Common problems include denial of coverage for needed services, extended delays in approving treatments, and unwarranted rejection of claims.  In each of these situations, people often need help with knowing their rights and advocating for those rights.
Relocating to a Long-Term Care Residence.  One of the hardest situations faced by seniors and their families is deciding whether to change their housing arrangement, such as to move to a place that offers extra care and support.  According to recent research, one of the greatest transitions an individual experiences in life is relocating or changing living arrangements.  For the elderly, relocation can be an event that greatly influences physical and mental well being.  This is particularly true when the relocation involves leaving a long-time home.
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More senior housing choices are available now than ever before – skilled nursing facilities, residential care facilities, assisted living facilities and senior retirement complexes, to name a few of the options.  Just in Sonoma County, there are over 150 residential care and assisted living facilities to choose from.  Further adding to the stress, decisions about relocation often must be made during times of crisis in response to health problems, disabilities, or loss of a spouse.  Since relocation to a long-term care home is a move with profound impact, it requires selecting a new environment that is most appropriate for the individual.
Seniors and their families need reliable information in selecting a new living arrangement, yet a study sponsored by AARP found that over one-third of adult children say they don’t know what type of information their parents need about housing and support alternatives and do not know where to turn for such information.  In Sonoma County, this suggests that the families of about 25,000 seniors would benefit from assistance in understanding long-term care alternatives.
Maintaining Quality of Life in a Long-Term Care Facility.  43% of people who reach age 65 will require nursing home care at some point in their lives.  Many more will live in long-term care settings that do not offer nursing care.  The safety and quality of care in long-term care facilities is thus critical to the well-being of our seniors.
Residents in long-term care facilities are often frail and socially isolated.  This leaves them vulnerable to many forms of abuse and neglect.  The cases that receive the most attention in the media are overt forms of physical abuse, sexual abuse, and financial exploitation.  However, there are many other situations that constitute abuse and neglect by endangering the health of residents: malnutrition, dehydration, pressure (bed) sores, improper administration of medications, improper use of physical or chemical restraints, emotional abuse, unsafe conditions that lead to accidents and improper medical care, to name just a few.
A national study released in July 2003 by the federal General Accounting Office found that residents at about 20% of nursing homes received inadequate care or experienced physical harm.  Specifically in California, a separate General Accounting Office report noted that “30% [of nursing homes in California] had violations that caused death or life-threatening harm to residents, or had understated the frequency of poor care by falsifying records.”
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In another study, 46% of nurses and aides in nursing homes said they witnessed or personally committed physical abuse against a resident.  81% had observed at least one incident of psychological abuse in the last year.
Seniors who have been abused become more fearful, confused and withdrawn, often permanently damaging their quality of life.  No one should be forced to bear such trauma, but it is all too common for residents of long-term care facilities.

Residents face many other challenges beyond abuse and neglect.  These include lack of respect by others for their rights and wishes, inadequate attention to their assistance needs (such as help with bathing or dressing), and lack of opportunities to stay intellectually and socially engaged.

These conditions point to the importance of diligent protection for the health, well-being and rights of the residents of long-term care facilities.
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Senior Advocacy Services was created in 2000 by bringing together services that have been in operation since the early 1980’s.  We are a nonprofit agency recognized as a public charity under Internal Revenue Code section 501(c)(3).
Senior Advocacy Services offers three programs to support seniors and disabled persons in the North Bay area.  The Health Insurance Counseling and Advocacy Program (HICAP) provides free and unbiased assistance to seniors and their families in understanding Medicare benefits and rights, making informed choices about health insurance, and resolving health insurance problems.  When people need to consider a move to housing that offers assistance with activities of daily living or medical needs, the Residential Care Counseling Program is ready with comprehensive information and support to help them choose the best housing option for their situation.  Seniors and disabled persons who live in long-term care facilities, such as nursing homes or residential care homes, look to the Long-Term Care Ombudsman Program to help ensure that their facility is a safe place that respects their rights.  Together, these three programs provide a vital set of support services to seniors and their family and friends.  Each program is explained in more depth below.
Health Insurance Counseling and Advocacy Program (HICAP)
HICAP provides information, counseling and advocacy on health insurance issues affecting seniors.  The service is available to Medicare beneficiaries, persons about to receive Medicare benefits, adult children or other representatives of Medicare beneficiaries, persons planning for retirement, and older persons considering the purchase of health insurance.  Operating since 1985, this program covers the entire North Bay area including the counties of Marin, Sonoma, Solano, Napa, Lake and Mendocino.  Counseling sites are located in 25 communities across these six counties.  It is the only free service of its kind in the region, ensuring that advice is unbiased since we have nothing to sell.
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HICAP provides individual counseling and community education on:

· Understanding your rights as a health care consumer

· Medicare benefits and rights, including how to appeal denials of coverage

· Comparing Medicare HMO and Medicare+Choice health plans

· Comparing private Medicare supplemental insurance (MediGap) and long-term care insurance 
· Referrals to legal representation for Medicare appeals as well as disability insurance problems

· Organizing your doctor and hospital bills

Over the past two years, HICAP has provided individual counseling to over 4,300 people and conducted over 200 community presentations on Medicare and related topics.  Altogether, more than 10,000 people have benefited from HICAP’s guidance on selecting and using health insurance for seniors.
Residential Care Counseling Program
The Residential Care Counseling Program is available to seniors and persons with disabilities, and their families or representatives, to evaluate residential long-term care options in Sonoma County.  With the presence of over 150 residential care and assisted living facilities in the county, the selection of the best available facility requires up-to-date information and a careful assessment of each person’s needs.  The program is entirely supported by donations from our clients and community contributions; no fees are collected from any of the facilities in order to guarantee that information is unbiased.
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The Residential Care Counseling Program offers the following services:

· Residential Care profiles with photographs and in-depth information for all facilities

· Up-to-date information on residential care vacancies

· Information about available resources which might allow the client to remain in their current home instead of relocating to a long-term care facility

· Matching client needs established in counseling sessions with the appropriate facilities based on size, level of care, costs, location and other considerations

· Counseling for elder family members in transition

· Counseling on payment options for long-term care

· Copies of State Licensing Surveys showing the results of independent investigations of conditions at each facility
The Residential Care Counseling Program is the only service of its type in Sonoma County.  Over a 21-month period from July 2001 through March 2003, this program conducted residential care counseling sessions with 573 individuals and/or their families.  Information and assistance about residential care options was provided to hundreds of other families.
Long-Term Care Ombudsman Program
The mission of the Long-Term Care Ombudsman Program is to ensure dignity, quality of life and quality of care for the 4,000 current residents of Sonoma County’s 160 nursing homes and residential care homes.  The program has been operating in Sonoma County since 1980.  All services are free, which is important because so many long-term care residents are living on limited incomes.
Senior Advocacy Services is the only agency in Sonoma County authorized by law to visit long-term care facilities unannounced to ensure that residents are receiving quality care.  The Long-Term Care Ombudsman Program:
· Regularly visits all long-term care facilities in the county by trained Ombudsmen to see the quality of care firsthand and talk with residents about their needs and concerns

· Investigates complaints made by or on behalf of residents involving any concern of the residents of long-term care facilities, including allegations of physical abuse, sexual abuse, financial exploitation, inadequate or dangerous nursing care, and scores of other problems
· Acts to improve conditions in facilities by resolving adverse conditions raised by resident complaints or identified by Ombudsman visits, conducting training for long-term care facility staff on best practices for quality care, and teaching residents and their families how to advocate for their needs
· Provides information about advance health care directives and property transfers, also serving as witnesses for residents in need of those services
· Promotes community awareness of long-term care issues by conducting educational presentations and providing information and assistance for seniors, families and community organizations

· Advocates for changes in public policies at the local, state, and national levels that serve to enhance the quality of life for residents of the facilities



In the two-year period from July 2001 to June 2003, the Long-Term Care Ombudsman Program investigated over 4,900 complaints on behalf of long-term care residents.  Of these, over 2,700 complaints or 55% involved some form of abuse or neglect.  The graph to the right illustrates the serious nature of abuse and neglect faced by people in long-term care in Sonoma County.
Every long-term care facility in the county was visited multiple times during this period, with a total of almost 4,500 facility visits made by trained Ombudsmen in order to protect the health, well being and rights of residents.
Senior Advocacy Services is a well-managed agency that knows how to use resources efficiently.  Over 85% of the agency’s money goes to directly serving seniors and their families; while less than 15% is used for administrative and fund raising activities.  Other reasons why you can be confident that resources will be used wisely:

· Volunteerism.  Volunteers are used extensively in all of our programs, with 80+ volunteers giving more than 10,000 hours of their time annually.  This enables us to provide a great deal of service across a wide geographic area with almost a quarter of a million seniors while retaining a relatively small staff.  We thoroughly train all volunteers; in fact, HICAP counselors and Long-Term Care Ombudsmen must be state-certified in order to provide services.  Also, one-third of our volunteers are over seventy, offering an excellent way to keep seniors active and independent.
· Experience.  Our staff combines expertise in aging, long-term care, public health, health services administration, outreach to diverse communities, and nonprofit management.  Our Board of Directors consists of professionals with a broad range of social service, health, business, education and finance expertise.  We are also committed to representing the voices of seniors on our staff and Board; over 25% of our Board members and staff are seniors.
· Partnership.  Senior Advocacy Services offers unique services, but partners actively with other agencies in order to assist seniors.  This ensures that people are connected to all of the available services they need while avoiding unnecessary duplication of services.
Despite our best efforts, there are still large gaps between the level of services we can provide and what is truly needed for seniors and their families in the North Bay.  Additional community support in both time and money is necessary for the goals listed below to be achieved. 
1. Expand services to keep up with population growth.  As noted earlier, the number of seniors in Sonoma County and the rest of the North Bay is growing rapidly and will double by 2020.  The demand for our services continues to rise but funding is not keeping pace.  In fact, governmental funding is often threatened at both the state and federal levels.  Community support is critical to ensuring that our seniors continue to have the information, support and protection they deserve to enjoy life in their later years.

2. Expand efforts to combat elder abuse and neglect.  The number of complaints received involving abuse or neglect of long-term care residents jumped 29% in the last year.  More resources would allow us to escalate our fight against abuse and neglect of seniors.  For example, we would be able to professionally train many more nursing home and residential care home staff, including training on elder abuse prevention and quality of care issues for Spanish-speaking staff at long-term care facilities because virtually no such training is presently available.  We would also have the capacity to reach more assisted living facilities and other senior housing complexes.

3. Assist the unique needs of our increasingly diverse senior population.  The number of non-white persons age 60 and over is projected to increase almost 10 times between 1990 and 2040, while the white 60+ population will grow by 2.5 times.  In particular, Latinos are the fastest growing ethnic group in Sonoma County and are projected to increase by 93% in the next two decades. Appropriate services and supports for Latino elders are extremely limited.  Greater resources would enable us to recruit and train bilingual/bicultural volunteers for all Senior Advocacy Services programs, provide more culturally-responsive services with targeted outreach to make people aware of available services, and expand our efforts to educate other health and human service providers regarding the unique challenges faced by seniors who are also minorities.

4. Serve more non-seniors with disabilities.  Many persons under age 60 have physical and other disabilities that are severe enough to require placement in a long-term care facility, but our resources only allow us to provide limited assistance to these people.  Additional support would help us to expand the capacity of both the Residential Care Counseling and Long-Term Care Ombudsman programs to serve this population.
There are many ways in which you can make a difference to prevent abuse and neglect of our seniors, provide families with the information and support to make difficult choices on health insurance and housing options, and promote independence and quality of life for seniors in our communities.
· Make a tax-deductible donation.  You can make a direct financial contribution or, if United Way-designated payroll deductions are available at your place of work, you can select Senior Advocacy Services to receive contributions deducted automatically from your paycheck.  Another option to consider is a Charitable Remainder Trust that allows you to make a future contribution to Senior Advocacy Services while continuing to draw income from the money and getting an immediate income tax deduction along with other tax benefits.
· Become a volunteer.  If you would like a more “hands-on” way to help seniors, you can become a certified Long-Term Care Ombudsman or HICAP counselor.  Volunteers are also needed to assist with operations of Senior Advocacy Services, such as helping to maintain current profiles of Sonoma County’s long-term care facilities.  You will receive professional training and on-going support to make your time productive and worthwhile.  If you don’t have time to personally volunteer, consider adopting a volunteer.  Sponsor a volunteer’s recruitment, training and supervision, thereby ensuring that more seniors and family members receive support on aging issues, more long-term care facilities are visited, more cases of abuse and neglect are prevented, and that volunteers can better speak on behalf of the more vulnerable members of our society.

· Serve on our Board of Directors or Advisory Board.  If you want to use your leadership and management skills to serve our community, apply to join our Board of Directors and help us plan and achieve a successful future.  Or, join our Advisory Board to promote awareness of senior issues and build community support for addressing those issues.
· Support our services.  There are other easy ways in which you can support our work.  Distribute information about our services at your place of business or to community groups you are involved with.  Partner with us in sponsoring events, such as educational presentations where you or your business can be recognized as a supporter.  Subscribe to our informative quarterly newsletter, or advertise in our newsletter.
Please join us in protecting the health, dignity, rights and quality of life of seniors and disabled persons in the North Bay.

Senior Advocacy Services

3262 Airway Drive, Suite C

Santa Rosa, California 95403

Phone: (707) 526-4108

Fax: (707) 526-5118

Internet: www.senioradvocacyservices.org
Federal tax ID #94-2684774
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Challenges Faced by North Bay Seniors
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Source: California Department of Finance, Demographic Research Unit





“When my father had his stroke last November, I was at a complete loss as to how to help him.  I am so grateful for [your] kind and empathetic assistance in finding Dad a small home to live in. …I just want you to know that you are providing an essential service to the Sonoma County community, and my family and I are extremely thankful.”


   -  A Residential Care Counseling client





HICAP Case Study


In fall 2002, when Health Plan of the Redwoods faced bankruptcy, HICAP worked to provide immediate information and resources for the over 11,000 beneficiaries at risk of losing their health care coverage.  In just three months, HICAP partnered with the American Red Cross and the health plan to conduct 71 informational meetings for beneficiaries, helping over 6,000 seniors with health insurance and Medicare concerns.
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What Clients Say About the Long-Term Care Ombudsman Program





“How can I ever thank you for all your assistance regarding my husband?  The Ombudsman was always there providing information, working through Dave’s problems and just holding my hand.”





“Alone, flat on my back after a serious accident, I turned to the Ombudsman Program for help.  What a blessing to have knowledgeable, helpful and neutral assistance in making difficult health facility decisions!”
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