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Oneida County’s aging population could pose challenges

More health care, senior services will be needed

By ELIZABETH COOPER 

May 13, 2011

Oneida County is graying as the population is getting older heading toward those Golden Years.

That future, however, could be tarnished by an increased strain on the area’s health care system and more of a burden on taxpayers.

An Observer-Dispatch analysis of Thursday’s Census 2010 figures found there were 12 percent more people older than 45 in Oneida County than there were a decade ago.

Meanwhile, the number of people younger than 45 is down 8 percent.

In upcoming years, the area’s health care system could endure an increased burden with fewer and fewer wage earners picking up the slack for more and more seniors who are on fixed incomes.

Local officials said the figures underscore the need to shore up the services for aging population and prepare for the future, when the large baby boom generation hits retirement age.

And it also highlights the urgent need to draw new employers to the region to slow the outflow of younger people, they said.

“We have to provide for a population that needs services,” Oneida County Executive Anthony Picente said.

What the numbers say

Census figures show that the number of people in the community who are older than 65 is 38,168, which is about 600 fewer than the 2000 Census found.

Still, the 16.3 percent of Oneida County’s population in that age range is one of the highest proportionally in the state, Oneida County Principal Planner Dale Miller said.

And, the number of people ages 45 to 64 has gone up from 55,902 to 66,018. That’s a result of the aging of the baby boomers, who were born between 1946 and 1964, and a similar pattern is playing out across the nation, experts said.

But in the Mohawk Valley, the effects could be more dramatic.

“Everyone is going to have to contribute potentially more, maybe taxes will go up,” said Christine Himes, assistant dean of the Maxwell School of Syracuse University.

One local senior citizen, Beverly Curtis, 80, said staying healthy and having a comfortable, affordable place to live are important for her and her husband.

“I think the biggest thing for growing older is to recognize what you can no longer do — accept what you can do and go for what’s available,” she said.

Curtis and her husband, Albert, 82, live at Schuyler Commons Independent Living Facility in North Utica. They are in reasonably good health, Beverly Curtis said.

“We were reaching the point where it was much more difficult to keep up all the yard work and the things a house requires,” she said of the couple’s former home in Poland. “It was time to consider lessening our duties.”

Experts said the need for such housing will increase, but also remark that many seniors are opting to stay in their homes as long as possible.

 Hospitals and other organizations that cater to the elderly have adjusted to the Mohawk Valley’s larger number of elderly people, hospital officials and others who work with the elderly said.

At St. Elizabeth Medical Center, the aging population is discussed at the annual strategic planning sessions.

“Our primary-care physicians will tell you the age of their patients has increased and the complexity of their illnesses has increased,” Chief Operating Officer Robert Scholefield said. “Many have multiple illnesses.”

A different kind of senior

Several experts and people who work with the elderly said they are seeing a new kind of senior citizen.

They’re healthier and more active, and have different expectations about aging than many of those who came before them.

“People aged 65 to 75 want to feel better, they want to take computer classes, yoga,” saidYvonne McClusky, executive director of the North Utica Senior Citizen Community Center. “They want to be tested physically and mentally.”

Himes, of the Maxwell School, said people who are aging now generally are in better health than they were a generation ago.

 “There may be some people who are frail,” she said. “But there are more people who are healthy and active and want to participate and be active in the community.”

That can benefit the community as a whole, she said.

“If there are more people in the community who are retired but still healthy and active, they can contribute.”
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