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Good afternoon. My name is Laura Henze Russell and I am the Director of the Elders Living on the Edge Program at the University of Massachusetts Boston Gerontology Institute. Thanks to Governor Patrick, Secretary Bigby, Secretary Festa, and the EOHHS Commissioners for holding this public hearing, and the opportunity to testify. In recent years, I worked to develop the Elder Economic Security Standard for Massachusetts, which has now been conducted in four additional states, and before that, on the Family Economic Self-Sufficiency Standard for Massachusetts while at the Women’s Union. This has given me an intergenerational perspective on the many connections among the well-being of children, youth, families, and elders. 

Ann Hartstein of MAOA and I have been invited and begun to attend the meetings of the new Asset Development Commission, to provide an intergenerational perspective, and propose recommendations for older adults. I suggest that Secretary Festa may also want to attend as an administration partner.

I want to commend EOHHS for the fantastic work you have done in improving both eligibility and access to Food Stamps, which is the poster child for what can be done. I hope that you will apply that same focus and commitment to other programs. Some of them will require federal action, so we will look forward to working with you on this in January.

I also want to give you a heads up on the new report that I am now on the last lap of, Lifelines for Elders Living on the Edge: How Elder Support Programs Compare to Living Costs. It will benchmark income limits, asset limits and benefit levels for the range of elder help programs to the cost of living in Massachusetts as measured by the Elder Economic Security Standard. It will include examples of how they help elders, as well as when they fall short. It will give a summary for each program area in meeting the “lifeline” tests on the scales of income limits, asset limits, and benefit levels, and features to flag for thoughtful consideration and program improvement. It may rate programs on how they stack up with a series of little life preservers, or frayed ropes.

I will highlight one example for you now. The asset limit for SSI, which is the same as the asset limit for MassHealth (Medicaid), was set at $1,500 for an individual and $2,250 for a couple in 1972. During 1984-89, it was raised gradually to $2,000 for an individual and $3,000 for a couple. It has not budged in nearly two decades since. If the $1,500 asset limit in 1972 was adjusted by the U.S. Consumer Price Index (CPI-U), it would now be nearly $8,000, and the $2,250 asset limit in 1972 would now be nearly $12,000. See the charts on the following page. 

This is a big difference. It hurts people. It flies in the face of prudent budgeting, of the need for savings when the roof leaks or the water heater breaks, or when life or health hits the skids. It is also counter to decades of policy and incentives to promote personal retirement savings, and of asset development policy. It is a recipe for debt, and for elders to lose their financial ability to live in the community.  It helps send them prematurely to nursing homes when they can no longer afford to live at home and receive home-based care, costing the state lots of money.

If the SSI and MassHealth (Medicaid) asset limit were adjusted for inflation between 1972 and 2008, the asset limit would be $7,852 per individual in mid 2008, and $11,778 per couple.
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Expand Cross-Training on Senior Benefits and Fund Property Tax Relief Training

Another recommendation is when benefits trainings are developed and offered, such as the excellent series of Senior Benefits Expos planned for the coming weeks, please ensure they include cross-education on property tax relief programs for owners and renters, including the MA income tax senior circuit breaker, local property tax exemptions, local property tax work-off programs, and my personal favorite, the property tax deferral program.  

Together, these programs can save thousands of dollars for seniors in many communities. Except for the circuit breaker, they are not well known, well advertised, or well utilized. The circuit breaker can give up to $930 in 2008 (the benefit, income and asset limits, and house value limit adjust each year with the consumer price index) for qualifying renters and owners, they don’t even need to owe and pay income taxes, just file the forms. Seniors can also apply for three years for retroactively as well as for the current year, so by April 15, 2009, could file for a check of up to $3,540 – over ten times the economic stimulus payment for an individual.

Local property tax exemptions can save seniors between $350 and $2,000 or more depending on which local option the city or town has adopted, and whether the city or town votes to “double” its exemptions.  The property tax work-off program yields up to $750.

Under the deferral program, a qualifying senior can defer all or a part of their property tax bill each year, up to a cumulative limit of one-half of the assessed value of the property, at an interest rate not to exceed 8 percent.  For a $300,000 home, that is $150,000 one can borrow over time for medical or other bills, rather than credit cards with late fees and interest up to 48 percent. 
EOHHS also needs to fund outreach efforts for these property tax relief programs.  The Massachusetts Council on Aging and Senior Centers Directors (MCOA) Property Tax Relief Task Force, of which I have been a member for five years, has volunteered hundreds of hours of effort in this task.  Funding would help this go to scale and really reach out.

Postscript - Needed: A Public Health Model for Economic Security

Traditional wisdom says the poor, the sick, the aged, and the infirm will always be with us. Public health has developed a systematic, evidence-based approach to address illness that combines monitoring and identification of risks, immunization, prevention, early intervention, treatment, disease management, and attempts to root out the reservoirs of disease carriers.

Poverty, economic security, financial literacy, asset development, and lifelines programs would be wise to adopt a public health approach.  MA should screen the population of elders through surveys to identify the incidence of financial vulnerabilities and risks, set up early warning systems through notification of red flag actions via financial institutions, launch public education campaigns and annual financial check-ups, and invest in a comprehensive approach which will help conserve elders’ resources, and keep them at home and in the community.

� U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Inflation Calculator.  Available at � HYPERLINK "http://data.bls.gov/cgi-bin/cpicalc.pl" ��http://data.bls.gov/cgi-bin/cpicalc.pl�. Uses mid-year June 2008 figures for 2008.
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