Senior care director makes case for funding
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As people age they increasingly need assistance and support. But whose responsibility is it to ensure senior citizens' needs are met and who pays the bill? These questions are explored in a three-part series. This is the second part. 

Executive director of Saskatoon Services for Seniors (SFS), Scott Bray, says he is constantly trying to balance "what is fair to charge and what is fair to pay employees." 

A non-profit organization, SFS provides subsidized in-home services for seniors. Hourly rates are geared to income, says Bray, ranging from $18 to $28 per hour. 

He struggles charging even the lowest rate, however, with a recent SFS survey revealing their clients' average income is $18,638 per year -- 47 per cent receive less than $16,000 annually. 

Bray says with the majority of clients already paying SFS's minimum rate, the current client fees don't begin to cover the costs of running the organization. SFS relies on grants from the United Way, City of Saskatoon, Saskatoon Housing Authority and the Saskatoon Health Region to keep its doors open. 

More than 75 per cent of SFS's costs go to paying workers' wages and mandated costs such as vacation pay, Employment Insurance, Canada Pension Plan, Workers Compensation Board and travel time. 

"That also doesn't take into account costs such as office staff, computers, telephone bills, insurance and the purchase of equipment like lawnmowers and snowblowers," adds Bray. 

Bray says his top employee makes $12.80 per hour. Thanks to a substantial grant increase from the United Way, his employees will receive a benefits package for the first time since 1988, beginning next month. 

The increase couldn't come sooner, says Bray. 

"I have one full-time employee who has been with me for eight years and she lives in fear of getting a toothache and having to pay for a dentist visit." 

He also hopes a benefits package will help with recruitment of staff. SFS helps between 500 and 700 seniors each year and demand has spread with in-home services provided by the health region's home care budget receding, says Bray. 

"Ten years ago, 70 per cent of the health region's home care budget was spent on in-community services and 30 per cent on acute care replacement . . . ," says Bray. 

Now, 10 years later, "70 per cent of the budget is allocated for acute care replacement and 30 per cent for in-community services," he says. 

At one point, SFS kept a waiting list, but discontinued it after it grew to more than six months and Bray couldn't recruit the additional staffing needed. 

"I felt sick driving down 8th Street and seeing Mac's and 7-Eleven offer $12 an hour plus a three-month signing bonus and full benefits package a few years ago when we were trying to recruit workers at $10 an hour," said Bray. 

SFS client Kathleen Taylor, who is legally blind and has kidney, heart and knee problems, says her budget is strained getting SFS in once every two weeks to help her with household chores. With the $1,373 she receives from government senior citizen benefits and a small widow's pension, she estimates that after paying taxes, utility bills, groceries and other medical costs, she has around $300 for other expenses. 

According to Bray, Taylor is lucky. Many senior citizens lack any support. 

"Saskatoon has a seniors' population of approximately 30,000 individuals, of which approximately 20 per cent have no informal caregiver," says Bray. 

"They are on their own when it comes to obtaining their required home support services which enable them to stay safely independent in their own homes for as long as possible. This would imply that as many as 6,000 people are potentially living at risk." 

Many remain in the home, needing assistance but unable to afford either in-home services or moving into a private care home, with Level 1, Level 2 and private beds ranging from $1,200 to $2,500 a month, said Bray. 

He estimates there are around 900 private care home beds in the health region and at any time up to 20 per cent of the beds may be vacant. Despite the demand, he explains many seniors simply can't afford to pay that amount each month and remain in their home until a medical incident happens that qualifies them for higher level government-subsidized care. 

"That broken hip or heart attack will likely cost the system more than the $50,000 it would take to subsidize one bed for one year," says Bray. He believes the solution isn't more subsidized beds, however, but more money for in-community support staff so seniors can remain safely in their own home. 

"If there was someone looking after them and providing services so they don't put themselves at risk for unnecessary injury, then it could save a lot of money long term," says Bray. 

He says the current system is "not sustainable in the long run," with a projected 600 additional long-term beds needed by the Saskatoon Health Region within the next 10 to 15 years to keep up with Saskatchewan's aging demographic. The price tag to build the new facilities comes at a hefty $140 million and each bed requires an average $50,000 in operational costs annually. 

Bray believes both his workers and senior citizens deserve more funding and respect. 

"I see evidence of blue-collar people who work hard every day for 30 years and wouldn't be able to pay the top rate we charge. They deserve the honour of not being subsidized and there needs to be mechanisms in place. 

"On a daily basis, I try to remember that these seniors are the ones who built the foundations of what we enjoy today. I am then moved to ask, 'What can we do to help?' " 
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