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seniors edition

Seniors society prepares for next decade
Aging population means greater housing, pension demands
by Simon Whitehouse
Northern News Services

Over the next decade, the population in the
NWT is expected to become older and greyer
and the NWT Seniors Society is calling on
governments to prepare.
Specifically, pension reform and housing
are the biggest items that all levels of government need to focus on, says NWT Seniors
Society executive director Suzette Montreuil.
Much like the rest of the country, people
on average are living longer and less than half
have a workplace sponsored pension plan.
Right now, the NWT Bureau of Statistics
counts anyone more than 60 years old as a senior. Based on 2016 figures, there were 44,469

NNSL file photos

Suzette Montreuil says pension
reform and addressing housing
costs are the biggest issues facing
seniors and retired people.

people located in the Northwest Territories. Of
those, 5,193 were considered seniors or 11 per
cent of the population. Montreuil points out,
however, that in 2035, there is projected to be
46,026 people with 9,383 over the age of 60.
This figure represents a 20.39 per cent portion
of the entire population.
"The biggest barrier or threat is what is
happening to the workplace pension world,"
Montreuil explained. "Fewer workplaces offer
pensions. Workplaces have gone from traditional defined benefits where an employer puts
money in (to the pension from the pension) and
will know ahead of time what they were going
to get back. Instead, they now get defined contributions where you get whatever an employer
gives you."
Montreuil says because pensions often are
inadequate for workers to retire and because of
it, people don't have enough money for when
they do retire. The problem will get worse over
the next decade as more enter retirement.
In the NWT, housing costs are perhaps best
known among the population as critical when
it comes to addressing affordability.
Julie Green, MLA for Yellowknife Centre,
has been among the city's representatives that
have been most vocal in the legislative assembly in recent years. She agrees that people are
complaining that they don't have the money to
retire and live in Yellowknife.
"I have people come to me saying they
can't afford to retire and don't have an affordable place to live and can't afford Yellowknife
market rent on a retirement income," she said.
"That is one I hear about quite a bit."
She also said another issue is the lack of
housing for long-term care of seniors.
"I have talked about consistently, the shortage of seniors housing, which is housing rentgeared to income," Green said. "It is offered
at Avens, Mary Murphy House and Northern
United Place.

"But the waiting list to get in any of those
places is substantial and with the rate of people
becoming seniors every year, we just keep falling further and further behind."
Green's main criticism isn't that the GNWT
isn't doing anything about the issue, but that the
government just isn't moving fast enough.
She notes that long-term housing expansions in Behchoko, Norman Wells and Fort
Simpson in recent years have been welcome,
but the battle continues.
Green and Montreuil both agree that one of
the ways that governments can help is to invest
in assisted living or home care so that seniors
can remain in their homes.
"Often people don't need all that comes with
long-term care" Green said, noting nursing and
prepared meals and other assistance. "Often
they need help with shopping or cleaning or
that kind of thing in their own homes. Those
services seem to be in short supply."
Montreuil agrees that there needs to be a
focus on home care, but there are numerous
things to keep in mind. She says that when
couples are living together it is easier than if
only one person is widowed in the home. Tied
to this is the vulnerability of women and challenges around upkeep of homes – and tied to
that is both seniors affording that maintenance
and finding contractors who are willing to do
the work.
"Contractors want bigger jobs and I think
we have a responsibility to help them with
that," Montreuil said.
Both Green and Montreuil say they are
looking forward to a commissioned report
by the GNWT Department of Health and
Social Services focusing on home care that is
expected in March.
Damien Healy, manager of policy, legislation and communications with the department
said in an email this week that the government
has been reviewing the NWT Home and Com-

Julie Green, MLA Yellowknife Centre, is one of the more vocal members calling for added help for seniors in the North, particularly around
housing.
munity Care program since last June and will
have a report completed by March 31.
The report will look at things such as how
programs are delivered by region and community across the NWT and will evaluate
the demand for the service in each area of
the territory, along with examining how other
Canadian jurisdictions are offering the service.
It will also aim to identify gaps in current programming and look at ways to improve how
money is used for the service.
"By using our home care resources most
effectively, we will be able to support seniors
and elders to remain living in community for
as long as possible," said Healy in the email.

