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Vulnerability & Isolation

People with complex health conditions are a priority 
population for the Champlain Local Health 
Integration Network (LHIN). In fact, the Champlain 

LHIN has put in place a number of transformative programs 
to improve health services for seniors in our region. One 
of the primary aims is to help seniors stay 
healthy and independent for as long as 
possible. Here is a summary of five new 
programs.  

Home First—This growing health-
care philosophy is making an important 
difference in the lives of Ontario seniors. 
Home First helps seniors return home 
with enhanced home-care services after an 
acute-care stay in hospital. More than just a 
program, Home First represents a ‘cultural 
shift’ in health care. Approximately 1,500 
seniors in our region have already benefitted from this 
visionary approach.

All hospitals in the Champlain region are participating 
in Home First, which was launched in 2010 by the 
Champlain Community Care Access Centre (CCAC), 
in partnership with the Champlain LHIN. Home First 
offers another option for seniors recovering from illness 
or surgery. It relieves pressures on hospitals, and prevents 
premature admissions to long-term care homes, freeing up 
long-term care beds for those who need them the most.  

Assisted Living Services—Many seniors are able 
to remain independent if they can access community-based 
services in their homes. In support of this, the LHIN-
funded Assisted Living Services, operated by various 
community agencies across the Champlain region, helps 
seniors with everyday activities. Free-of charge to clients, 
Assisted Living Services include homemaking, personal 

hygiene, scheduled and unscheduled visits, as well as a 24-
hour on-call service. The project has had an early impact. 
For example, clients in this program have had fewer 
emergency-room visits compared to seniors not enrolled in 
the program.   

Senior-Friendly Hospitals—
Many seniors experience rapid physical 
and mental decline as a result of being 
hospitalized. The Senior-Friendly Hospital 
strategy, led by Ontario LHINs, was 
implemented to focus on the unique needs 
of older patients. This strategy enhances the 
care seniors receive during hospital stays, 
and reduces the risk of their functional 
decline while they are in acute care.  By 
focusing on this priority, we can prevent 
many adverse events associated with 

seniors’ hospital stays and ensure that seniors’ well-being 
and independence are preserved. 

At a Senior-Friendly hospital, patients are closely 
monitored for pressure ulcers, falls, incontinence, 
hydration, and adverse drug reactions. To date, hospitals in 
the Champlain region have conducted Senior-Friendly self-
assessments to determine the organization’s strengths and 
to examine where improvements can be made. A number 
of areas of senior-friendliness are addressed, including the 
physical environment, patient protocols, and management 
approaches.

Non-Urgent Transportation—To meet the 
growing demand, the Champlain LHIN recently invested 
more than $700,000 in additional annual funding to help 
people get to day programs, respite care, and dialysis. This 
means more vans, more rides, and better access to health 
care for many individuals. The program is particularly 

Champlain LHIN spearheading new seniors’ programs

In this issue of The Council on Aging of Ottawa bulletin 
the writers examine the themes of vulnerability and 
isolation. These themes are increasingly important as 

our population ages and more people find themselves living 
alone and in need of new coping skills and strategies.

The writers for this edition were asked to provide 
information or research findings that focused on helping 
vulnerable and isolated seniors remain as independent as 
they possibly can be given their present circumstances. As 
you read the articles, you will notice that the writers’ voices 
are coming from many different sectors of our community 

and therefore are bringing a variety of perspectives to bear 
on the themes.

Whether you want to find out about new seniors’ 
programs, independent living costs, elder abuse, and 
MedsCheck, or learn about investment strategies, helping 
an isolated senior, the benefits of social engagement, and 
your transportation choices, we hope you find these articles 
informative and helpful.

Your feedback is always welcome.  
E-mail marjorieh@videotron.ca.

Foreward
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beneficial for rural residents who do not have access 
to public transportation and often need to travel long 
distances for medical appointments and procedures. 

The Champlain LHIN envisions a regional, integrated, 
non-urgent transportation system that is coordinated and 
affordable. The Champlain Community Support Network, 
which is governing the regional initiative and accountable 
to the LHIN for this project, established a regional non-
urgent transportation steering committee to oversee this 
work. Carefor is the lead provider partner on the committee.

Falls Prevention—Ontario LHINs are engaged in 
an important project to help prevent falls. Falls can be a 
life-altering event for seniors, often resulting in loss of their 
independence. At the health system level, falls also have 
significant consequences. To address these challenges, all 
LHINs and provincial public health units have partnered 

to develop an Integrated Provincial Falls Prevention 
Framework & Toolkit for providers. The materials outline 
leading practices, programs and resources. The intention of 
the overall strategy is to measure the effectiveness of falls-
prevention interventions across the province, and foster a 
more coordinated and consistent approach. 

Seniors deserve high-quality health services, and the 
Champlain LHIN is helping to make their transitions 
within the health system as seamless as possible. For 
more information, please visit the LHIN’s website, 
www.champlainlhin.on.ca, or contact the LHIN’s 
Communications Coordinator, Elaine Medline, at 
elaine.medline@lhins.on.ca or 613.747.3207 (toll free: 
1.866.902.5446 ext 2019).
Source: Elaine Medline, Communications Coordinator,  

Champlain LHIN

The decision to leave the family home and move 
into a retirement residence is rarely an easy one 
for the person moving and for the family involved. 

Hopefully, it can be made while there are still some options 
available. Sometimes though, circumstances, such as a fall 
or the death of a partner, may force the decision to be made 
sooner than was anticipated and the options may then be 
much more limited.

There is a lot to be said for making the decision to 
move out while one still has a choice. Changing one’s 
living space doesn’t come easily to most people at 
any time. Moving a household is one of life’s stressful 
experiences. Downsizing—giving valued possessions to 
others or selling them off—is a major loss for anyone. As 
one elderly person expressed it, “I want my things around 
me!” If arrangements can be made while the individual 
can exercise a degree of choice in the matter, some of the 
reluctance to move—and the stress—may be reduced.

To be frank, there will also be stress on the rest of the 
family, relatives or friends who are helping the individual 
make the move. It is important that they give themselves 
a break, both physically and emotionally, as much as they 
can. It is not a time for recriminations or for taking on a 
load of guilt, but for thinking and planning realistically.

Realistic planning includes taking into account the 
actual abilities and medical needs of the individual, the 
financial resources available, must-haves versus nice-to-
haves, and what is available at the time. No one residence 
has everything one might wish for. Compromises will have 

to be made. Visiting the most likely choices for a move 
is the best way to compare facilities. The Community 
Care Access Centre (CCAC) in your area may be able to 
help you find resources to start with. The CareGuide, a 
free commercial directory of senior’s housing can also be 
helpful in sorting things out: phone 1-800-311-2273 or see 
their web site  http://www.thecareguide.com.

All is not bleak, however. The author knows of a 95-
year old woman who had resisted mightily moving into a 
residence, but finally moved when it became imperative. 
Friends who had been as close to her as family all her 
life are saying that after a few months, the same woman 
seemed to have dropped 15 years from her age. She was 
more alert, involved and happy.

There are many advantages to moving to a senior’s 
residence not the least of which are socializing, supervision 
and security. The cost of the residence may balance out 
when adding up all the household expenses incurred by 
staying in the home, including taxes, utilities, maintenance, 
food and paying for visiting care and services. In a 
residence, you don’t have to clear the snow, wash the 
windows, re-paint the house, get the lawn mowed or have 
the plumbing fixed.

Regular nutritious meals are prepared each day and 
served in convivial surroundings. Socializing, an important 
part of staying healthy, is easy to do. Entertainment, 
outings, shopping trips and activities are organized and 
new friends can be made. The depression of isolation may 

Leaving the family home for a residence

Residence Continued on page 5
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One of life’s cruelest ironies is that the “success” 
of living to a ripe old age brings with it the 
realization that many others have not made 

the journey. As you get older, you begin to attend more 
funerals than picnics and while the sandwiches may be 
better, you go home feeling a sense of loss, grieve quietly 
about the loss of a life-long companion and then wait for 
the phone to ring.  

The scene repeats itself again and again 
and soon you begin to fear being completely 
alone.  Your contacts outside your home are 
diminishing both in number and in their 
ability to provide comfort to you as they 
face the same problems that you are facing.  
A sense of vulnerability begins to set in.  

Then one evening, as you are setting the 
table for one, the phone rings.  It is one of 
your children asking if you need any help 
and you remember that you have three 
children.  Your daughter is a medical doctor 
and lives in another city and her brother is a chartered 
accountant who lives across town. He has four children you 
would most definitely like to visit more often. 

The likelihood is, however, that the phone call is from 
your divorced son, whose wife left him last year taking 
their children with her.  He lives in an apartment nearby 
and drops in occasionally to have supper with you.  He is 
a good son and worked as a letter carrier for over 30 years.  
He has always had a little problem with the bottle and 
retired on pension at age 55.  He will cut the grass and put 
the garbage out. 

If the story ended there, it would be probably be positive 
for both of you.  His visits mitigate the isolation that 
has had crept into your life and now that he has retired, 
he has more spare time. He takes you to your doctor 
appointments and he offers to take you grocery shopping.  
You welcome this gesture because driving in traffic is 
nerve-wracking and parking at the shopping centre is very 
difficult for you.  Soon he offers to do the grocery shopping for 
both of you.  All he needs is to borrow your car and your debit 
card and password for the ATM, so that he can pay for the 
groceries and fill up your car with gas.

You have always managed your own affairs and you still 
can.  This request for access to your bank account rankles 
you and you do not know why.  You remain silent and 
uncomfortable.  He is, after all, your son, but six months 
later you discover that he has taken $10,000.00 dollars 

out of your bank account without asking you.  You are 
embarrassed by this situation, but you confront your son 
and he tells you not worry because it is just a loan until he 
“gets back on his feet”.  

Then you remember the other “loans” and realize 
that your son is taking money from you without your 
permission. Some people would call it stealing.  You 

threaten to call the police if he does not 
put the money back, but he counters that 
if you do so, he will never see you again.  
Frightened by that prospect, you are too 
embarrassed to tell anybody what has taken 
place.  

The above story is composed from a 
combination of facts from many files in 
my filing cabinet. It could be true.  Often, 
in such cases, the gender of the child or 
the parent is different and sometimes the 
threats also include physical assaults and the 
amounts taken from the bank account vary 

from a few thousand to hundreds of thousands of dollars.  
There are, however, two constant factors.  The parent 

always seems to be lonely and isolated and the child is 
clinging to the lower rungs of the ladder of success.  The 
parent feels guilty about the child’s lack of success, often 
taking some of the blame, but the child can sense all of 
this guilt and will take advantage of it.  You can change 
the characters in this story, but the plot will always depend 
upon the isolation and vulnerability of the elder person.

As a senior, the potential solution to these problems lies 
with the disclosure of these events to a third party.  In the 
hypothetical situation above, the mother could have called 
her two capable children for assistance.  At the very least, 
they will be motivated by their own financial interests and 
will align themselves with hers to take steps to recover the 
money or at least stop the losses from happening.

The family member who is perpetrating this abuse is 
fully aware that the continued isolation of the elder person 
is key to his or her strategy.  Often under the guise of 
providing better care of a parent, the adult child will move 
into his or her home.  The phone will then be provided 
with call display and all incoming calls will be diverted to 
voice mail.  Invitations to family gatherings will taper off as 
health excuses are made and the older person will always 
be accompanied by the abuser when social events do occur.

Our community is well represented by social workers 
and religious advisors who can point you in the right 

Isolation and vulnerability
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lift. Nursing services and supervision may also be available. 
Some places allow pets and most are wheelchair and 
walker accessible. Housekeeping and linen services help 
keep the new apartment clean and tidy.

If one considers all the public areas, the exercise room, 
library, games room, TV room, dining room and laundry 
rooms, hallways and vestibule, plus the apartment, there 
may be as much space available as in the old house—space 
which is always ready for use. Some residences offer a 
trial visit, convalescent stays and respite stays so that the 
resident and his/her family can get a taste of what living 
there is actually like. 

Yes, moving is a hassle and help is available. Specialized 
services professionals can plan and carry out a move to 
a residence, prepare a house for sale, disperse unwanted 
items or handle an estate, or act as consultant to those 
wishing to do it themselves. You can’t take everything, so 
they need to decide what’s most meaningful to them.

The most important step for the individual and/or the 
family, is to visit the residences on your short list before the 
need to find a place becomes urgent. Accepting reality and 
being prepared for the inevitable will help keep everybody’s 
stress level down—a little bit, anyway.
A COA volunteer.

Residence  from page 3, concluded.

direction.  We are very privileged to have the elder 
abuse unit as part of the Ottawa Police Service.  Their 
primary interest is to protect the elderly both physically 
and financially.  They investigate the situation by way of 
an interview, intervene with the person who has taken 
advantage of you and take the necessary steps to initiate 
protection.  They do not have a mandate to recover lost 
monies.  So, if you need to recover your funds, you will 
require the services of a lawyer to give you access to Court.

It is imperative to recognize the signs of elder abuse and 
to extricate the elder person from the grasp of an abuser.  
You do not need to act alone.  You can gain strength if you 
act with other members of the family or enlist the help of 
the Ottawa Police Services Elder Abuse Unit.

This kind of exposure of the abuse usually brings it to rest.
Source: John Johnson, partner with law firm Nelligan O’Brien 

Payne, 613-231-8209
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Ask a Pharmacist
Do you have any suggestions to help me organize my 
medications and to help me remember to take them?
Book a MedsCheck. A MedsCheck is an opportunity to 
review with a pharmacist the complete list of products that 
you take. This one-on-one consultation is covered by the 
Ministry of Health of Ontario and it is recommended that 
everyone benefit from this service at least once a year. 
It takes about 20 to 30 minutes and it can 
make a huge difference with your health 
care management. 

You and the pharmacist will establish 
the best time to take each product including 
vitamins and non-prescription products. 
This up-to-date list will be available to any 
caregiver who calls the pharmacy in case 
of emergency. It is also important to bring 
the list with you before a day surgery or any 
other hospital procedure. A copy can also be 
sent to your physician. From there, you can 
choose a system that will work best for you.  
Whether you prepare your medication a week in advance, in 
a weekly box, keep track in a journal or have the pharmacist 
package all the products in compliance packaging, the best 
option is setting it up to meet your needs. 

Using a weekly box has two important advantages: (i) if 
your pills are there: you know you haven’t taken them and 
this will avoid missing a dose; if your pills are gone: you know 
you took them and this will avoid an accidental over-dose.
Do you do home visits?

Yes. Home visits, for homebound patients, are now fully 
covered by the Ministry of Health of Ontario under the 
MedsCheck program. They need to be booked in advance 
by calling the pharmacy.
Can I get my medication in more than one form?

Medications are often available in many different forms 
such as tablets, capsules, oral liquids, suppositories, topical 
creams, patches or injections.
Do you have containers that are easier to open than the 
child-proof type?

Yes. There are flip tops vials, jars with screw tops, and 3 
types of compliance packaging: blister cards, dossett boxes, 
and dispill trays.
Are non-prescription medications such as aspirin or 
herbal products such as Echinacea, harmful when taken

 together with my prescription drugs?

The simple answer is yes, potentially they can be. Just 
because something is classified as natural does not in 
any way ensure safety. Again, I would like to stress the 
importance of a MedsCheck. 
What side-effects from prescribed medications should 
be reported immediately to my doctor or pharmacist?

Each medication is different and for this 
reason the side effects that need to be 
reported immediately will vary from one 
medication to another. With every new 
prescription, our pharmacists counsel our 
patients on the key things to watch out 
for and also provide them with a detailed 
leaflet to read at home.
How should I store my medication?

Medication should always be stored away 
from heat and moisture. This means that 
although bathrooms and kitchens are 

the most practical and convenient places to keep your 
medication, they are not always the best choice. It is very 
important to keep the containers closed and away from 
sunlight. It is recommended not to purchase extra large 
quantities and watch expiry dates.
Do you dispose of unused medication?

Yes. When preparing for your MedsCheck appointment, 
bring in your old products for disposal. Rule of thumb, if 
you haven’t used it in the last year, it is time to dispose of it.

If I am going to be out of the country for an extended 
period of time, how can I get my medications?

Leave with enough medication to last your entire trip 
and travel with it in your carry-on bag. If you are leaving 
the country, the Ontario Drug Benefit program will pay 
for up to a six month supply of medication. Notify the 
pharmacy and your physician at least a week in advance. 
Source: Chantal Dumont, Pharmacist, White Cross 
Dispensary and Better Living, 264 Elgin 613-233-4029

Editor’s Note:  re Airport Security and Pills 
When travelling by air, both in Canada and inter-
nationally, current security regulations require that 
pills should be in prescription containers with a name 
matching that on the ticket. Not doing so may cause 
them to be confiscated by security checkers.



The Council on Aging of Ottawa  The Community Voice for Seniors

Vulnerability & Isolation

7April 2012

Key investment strategies
Retirees are getting younger all the time. Currently, more 
than one third of all Canadians retire before they turn 60. 
Although many of us dream about early retirement, the 
reality can be, somewhat jarring, at first.

Not surprisingly, issues related to money, can be among the 
most stressful for recent retirees. Finding yourself on a fixed 
income that may have to last 30 years or more can make your 
retirement seem like one long austerity plan. The good news is 
that, with little planning, there are a number 
of ways to ensure, that your retirement 
income and lifestyle are as comfortable down 
the road as they are today. Here are eight key 
steps to help you get there.

Schedule an in-depth review of your 1. 
portfolios. This is no time for a cursory 
glance through your holdings, of for 
procrastination. The sooner you get your 
savings and investments in order, the 
more likely they are to meet your needs 
and goals. This exercise should include a 
thorough analysis of all your registered 
and non-registered investments, along 
with any pensions or other income sources you may have.
Consider the big picture.2.  You do not have to cash in 
all of your investments the day you retire. Rather, ask 
yourself what it is you plan to do with your money. 
Travel or “live it up?” Provide the kids or grandkids with 
a large inheritance? Leave a significant gift to charity? 
Once you pinpoint your long-term plans, you and your 
advisors can determine how best to invest for those goals.
Structure your investments to meet all your needs.3.  
Even, if you are in your 60s or 70s, you may well need 
your income for another 20 years. By any measure, that 
qualifies as a long-term time horizon. Consider holding 
at least a portion of your assets in equity investments, 
as these offer the best potential for growth and the 
best protection against inflation. Also, begin a process 
of regular portfolio rebalancing, so that some of your 
money is in more secure, liquid investments to fund 
your immediate income needs.
Use the rules to your advantage.4.  You don’t have to 
roll your Registered Retirement Savings Plan (RRSP) 
into an income–producing vehicle, such as a Registered 
Retirement Income Fund (RRIF), until the end of the 
year in which you turn 71. If you are younger and don’t 

need the money to meet your immediate needs, don’t 
collapse your RRSP.
Maintain your RRSP contributions.5.  If you are under 
age 71, and you still have earned income, or carried-
forward RRSP contribution room, keep on investing. 
You could also contribute to a spousal RRSP, even if you 
are older than 71, as long as your spouse is under age 71 
and you have contribution room available.
Look into splitting your CPP and, company pension 6. 
payments. Depending on, how long you or your spouse 
have lived together, you may be able to transfer up to 
50% of your Canada/Quebec Pension Plan (CPP/QPP) 
benefits and company pension benefits to your spouse. 

This is most effective, if one spouse 
receives significantly more benefits, or 
other income, than the other. Best of 
all, you can set this up even if you have 
already started receiving payments.

Have the higher-income spouse 7. 
pay the bills. Have the spouse with the 
larger income pay the grocery bills, credit 
card bills, travel and other expenses. 
This frees up more money for the lower-
income spouse to invest for the long term. 
That way, the income generated by those 
investments will be taxed at the spouse’s 
lower rate.

Don’t hesitate to seek advice.8.  Professional advice can 
help you maintain your lifestyle, and your peace of 
mind, throughout retirement. Your need for good advice 
doesn’t end when you retire.

Tax planning
If you own mutual funds, outside of your registered plans, 
you must include any earnings they generate on your 
annual income tax return. Keeping track of the capital 
gains, earned by those investments is especially important 
because they can be realized in two ways.

First, the individual securities in the fund can increase 
in value. If the mutual fund manager sells a security for 
more than its original cost, the fund will realize a capital 
gain. These gains may be passed along to all of the mutual 
fund’s unit holders as “distributions.”

Each year, you will receive a T-3 statement from 
your mutual fund company. This form itemizes the 
distributions you received that year, including any capital 
gains distributions. Keep in mind that even if you have your 
distributions automatically reinvested in additional fund units, 
you must still report the distribution on your tax return.

Financial strategies for 
retired Canadians

Financial Continued on next page
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As a population ages and more people are living 
alone, social isolation among older people is 
emerging as a major issue in our community. 

According to a 2004 Ottawa Seniors Survey, approximately 
10% of older people may be isolated – slightly more than 
10,000 individuals.

An isolated senior is someone who has little or no 
meaningful support and contact. There is often no one to 
spend time with, no one to discuss concerns, and no one who 
can help when the individual has health problems or difficulty 
with day-to-day activities. This situation 
usually doesn’t happen overnight.

Who may be at risk?
Social isolation and loneliness tend to 
increase as people age and as family and 
friend networks become smaller. Social 
contacts can decrease after retirement and 
may continue to decline with the deaths 
of family members and friends, resulting 
in fewer meaningful relationships. Loss 
of a life partner can be one of the most 
traumatic life experiences.

Other life changes create immense 
stress for seniors. A move may mean 
having to leave a home of many years. 
Friends may be left behind. Dealing with a sudden illness 
or a chronic health condition can be complex and require a 
lot of energy to manage. Symptoms can fluctuate and have 
an impact on a senior’s ability to stay independent.

If a senior is caring for a family member, the care can 
become physically and emotionally challenging. People 
may have little or no time to look after themselves and may 
ignore their own needs. The process of isolation has started 
and worsens when a person who is being cared for dies or 
is institutionalized.

As seniors try to cope with these life changes, they may 
be reluctant to ask for help because they often feel that 
asking for help is a weakness. Some are very protective of 
their privacy and others have difficulty recognizing and 
accepting changes in their ability to manage their day to 
day lives. They place themselves at risk trying to remain as 
independent as possible.

With no one to notice, these risks may escalate and 
result in neglected personal appearance and hygiene, poor 
nutrition, neglected health conditions, deteriorating living 

conditions, accidents and injuries. The 
isolated senior may not recognize there 
is a problem or understand how bad the 
situation really is.

What can you do?
Reaching Out to Isolated Seniors, a 
city-wide program, provides a single 
phone number for individuals to call 
when they are concerned about a senior. 
Through this one phone call, services 
are provided for the senior through a 
network of community agencies and 
groups working together. Here are the 
steps to follow:
• Call the Reaching Out to Isolated 

Seniors phone line 613-562-6381 to report your 
concerns. You are not expected to act as a social worker 
or counselor. Your phone call can help the community 
agencies reach out to the person who may be in trouble.

Give as much information about the person as •	
possible, including name, address, phone number 
and specific concerns. The information you share 
about the individual is taken in confidence and will be 
protected. You can also ask to remain anonymous.
If you are not sure about a situation, you can still •	
call. Do not be afraid about “making a mistake” or 
“what if I’m wrong”. It is always better to be safe than to 
be sorry.
The Reaching Out to Isolated Seniors program is led 

by a group of key stakeholders including The Geriatric 
Assessment Program of Eastern Ontario, the Ottawa 
Community Support Coalition, Help Age Canada, the 
Interfaith Network and Ottawa Public Health.
Source: Myriam Jamault, Supervisor, and Ann Nowak, Public 

Health Nurse, Seniors Health and Caregiver Support Section, 

Ottawa Public Health

Helping an isolated senior is one phone call away

The second way you can realize a capital gain is if you 
redeem your mutual fund units for more that you paid for 
them. However, in this case, it’s up to you to calculate how 
much of a gain you earned, and to report it on your income 
tax return.

If you need further assistance or clarification, contact 
your financial advisor.
Source: Lynn Pressacco, Certified Financial Planner,  

Investors Group, 613-742-8018 ext 335

Financial  concluded.

They place 
themselves at risk 
trying to remain 
as independent 

as possible.
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Humans are hardwired to crave and rely on human 
contact and the need does not decrease with age. 
Just as we have a built-in desire for food, water and 

sleep, we also have a deep need to connect with people. 
Deprived of engagement with others, we experience a 
condition that is damaging and distressing: loneliness.

Over the last few decades, researchers have been fine-
tuning a “prescription” for healthy aging, defining the 
building blocks that combine to help us maintain the 
highest possible level of function and quality of life in 
our later years. Along with physical activity and making 
lifestyle choices that support memory, health, and personal 
safety, increased attention is now being focused on 
the importance of socializing and maintaining human 
relationships throughout life.

For many years, research focused on the “practical” 
side of socialization. Seniors with more developed social 
connections can get a ride to the doctor, find someone 
to lend a hand with physical care, go out to dinner with 
companions, or walk around the park with friends. And the 

support of family and friends is indeed an important part 
of the picture. But we now know that it isn’t by any means 
the whole story of why social engagement is so important.
Eight good reasons to be socially engaged
Immune System: A 2007 study demonstrates that 
loneliness decreases the efficiency of the human immune 
system. The study’s author, Dr. Steven Cole of University of 
California, says: “The biological impact of social isolation 
reaches down into some of our most basic internal 
processes—the activity of our genes.” Other studies 
confirm that people with strong social connections exhibit 
better immunity against disease.
Blood Pressure: Loneliness is linked to high blood 
pressure. Stress seems to be a key element. Lonely 
individuals are less likely to approach stressful situations 
with active coping and problem solving, which leads to a 
hypertension-promoting passive reaction. Discussing one’s 
problems with someone else is an important stress buster.
Brain Health and Memory: Socially active People may be less 

Socialization: a healthy aging prescription

Socialization Continued on next page
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Many Ottawa seniors rely on public transportation 
to connect them to their communities, 
remain independent and to age in place. With 

a rapidly increasing senior demographic, and a shift in 
public awareness towards an “Age Friendly Ottawa”, it is 
important to know about the transportation options and 
choices now available.

The Ottawa Seniors Transportation Committee (OSTC), 
a partnership group of agencies and individuals interested 
in seniors’ transportation, facilitated by the Council on 
Aging, has partnered with OC Transpo to produce an up-
to-date information folder, listing transportation choices 
available to Ottawa seniors.

OC Transpo Choice:
If you are 65+, you can travel by bus or O-Train free all day 
Wednesday, as well as Monday and Friday from 12:00 noon 
until midnight. Carrying proof of age is recommended.

The current transit fleet is 100 per cent accessible, 
which means the bus can ‘kneel’ or lower close to a curb, 

or a ramp can be extended to make boarding easier. The 
bus operator can make a “priority seating” announcement 
to ensure seniors are seated at the front of the bus before 
the bus moves. To avoid sudden falls, customers are 
encouraged to remind the driver not to move the bus until 
they are seated.

All buses have an automated ‘next stop’ announcement 
system, which is both an audio and visual announcement 
of the next stop. This will assist you in feeling secure, 
knowing where you are at all times, and when to prepare to 
exit the bus.

Exact cash fare, bus tickets or transit passes are accepted 
methods of payment. Cash and ticket-paying customers 
can ask for a transfer that allows unlimited bus boardings, 
including return trips, over a 90-minute period. A DayPass 
is also available and gives you unlimited travel in a day, 
including Express routes. As well, there is a discounted 
monthly transit pass used with an OC Transpo Seniors 
photo ID card. (For exact fare information, visit:  
www.octranspo.com).

Choices: Public Transportation for Seniors

likely to develop cognitive impairment, slowing memory loss. 
Physical Activity: Physical activity is frequently called the 
number one ingredient for healthy aging…and numerous 
studies demonstrate that social connections lead to 
increased exercise. According to the International Council 
on Active Aging of Vancouver, one of the main predictors 
that seniors will maintain a fitness program over time is 
the good old “buddy system.” So keep yourself motivated, 
and surround yourself with other people who will support 
your fitness goals.
Depression: Depression is one of the most common 
challenges of growing older—and one of the most 
important and powerful ways to fight depression is to 
interact and engage with others. Depression and feelings of 
loneliness are intertwined. Untreated, depression can cause 
a senior to withdraw from social engagement…but spending 
more time with others can help “jump start” recovery.
Pain: Unfortunately, physical pain from conditions such 
as arthritis or osteoporosis becomes more common as we 
grow older. Chronic pain can have a major negative impact 
on quality of life.  Maintaining social connection with 
others can be an important tool in decreasing the impact 
of pain. And people who are coping with chronic pain also 
report positive effects from participating in support groups 
with others who are dealing with the same challenges.
Nutrition: Gerontologists have long known that social 

isolation is a big risk factor for malnutrition. A 2009 study 
of hospitalized seniors from the Université de Montreal 
found “a clear correlation between food intake and social 
interaction.” Seniors who live alone often say that it is “just 
too much trouble” to fix a nutritious meal for one, and 
they may skip meals or get in the habit of snacking on junk 
food. This can lead to a serious weight loss—or, in some 
cases, to obesity, when a lonely person turns to food for 
companionship.
Relationships: It may seem paradoxical, but socialization 
with a large number of people has been shown to have 
a positive impact on our primary relationships. A 2009 
AARP study points out that even though seniors are closer 
to their spouses than ever before, “that kind of intimacy 
can work against us if we allow ourselves to ‘cocoon’ within 
the relationship.” Married couples who become too insular 
tend to expect their partner to meet all their emotional 
needs.

In the same way, too much reliance on the parent/child 
bond can also be stressful for both, even when parents 
and children are the kind who describe each other as “best 
friends”. Studies show that seniors who socialize not only 
with family members but also with their peers have better 
emotional, intellectual and physical health.
Source; Irene Martin, RN, President/Owner, Retire-at-Home 

Services, 1-877-444-9949
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O-Train tickets are sold on the platform at O-Train 
stations. O-Train tickets can be exchanged for a transfer 
when you board a bus. Transit passes and transfers are 
accepted on the O-Train but bus tickets are not valid.

OC Transpo customers have the option to travel with 
an attendant, who can accompany them at no charge. The 
OC Transpo customer simply has to apply to receive an 
attendant card. If you feel more comfortable sitting at the 
front of the bus or need to sit down as quickly as possible, 
you can also apply for a Priority Seating 
Card. These applications need to be signed 
by a health care professional; a doctor, 
nurse, physiotherapist or occupational 
therapist can all sign the form, whoever 
knows your needs best.

Tickets and monthly passes can be 
purchased at hundreds of locations, 
including major pharmacies and many 
local convenience stores, as well as City of 
Ottawa Client Service Centres, including 
Rural Client Service Centres. To ask for 
more detailed information on any of this 
information or to ask for individual trip 
planning, please call OC Transpo at 613-
741-4390 or visit www.octranspo.com.

New Presto Card:
There will be a new way to pay bus fare 
starting in the summer of 2012, and later 
at the O-Train platform. The PRESTO 
card is a durable plastic card with a built-in electronic chip 
(a smart card), that will be used to pay the OC Transpo 
fare. Instead of searching for tickets or coins in a pocket 
or purse, the PRESTO card will store personal payment 
information of either a monthly pass or the equivalent of 
tickets in an “e-Purse”. It can use a combination of the two, 
or switch from a pass one month, to e-Purse the next.

The PRESTO card may be purchased and then reloaded 
conveniently online or over the phone. It can also be 
reloaded automatically through a pre-authorized payment. 
To use: After boarding the bus the PRESTO card will 
be tapped against the PRESTO card reader on the bus 
to register payment. (Watch for more details at www.
octranspo.com or through your local community agency).

Travel training for seniors who are new to using public 
transportation is available. This is an easy way to learn how 
to navigate the routes that are most important such as bus 
route to a hospital, or medical centre—or finding how to 
get to a seniors recreation centre or church. Please contact 

the Accessible Specialist at 613-842-3636 ext. 2873 for 
more information. This specialist will assess individual 
needs, and can also provide group presentations at both 
senior residences and day programs.

Para Transpo:
For anyone unable to safely use OC Transpo’s conventional 
transit service, Para Transpo’s door-to-door service may 
be an option. Customers’ needs differ depending on their 

health, destination, time of the year and 
weather. Someone who is eligible to take 
Para Transpo is also welcome to take 
regular OC Transpo if their situation 
permits.

Specialized buses with a lift for a 
wheelchair or accessible vans and taxis are 
used to provide this door-to-door service 
to registered clients on a reservation basis. 
Regular bookings are an option for those 
with regularly scheduled activities. The 
driver will assist customers in and out 
of the vehicle and from one accessible 
building entrance to another. Exact fare, 
tickets and transit passes are accepted. 
For information about eligibility criteria, 
fares, and reservation procedures and/or to 
receive an application, call 613-244-1289 
or visit www.octranspo.com and click on 
“Accessible Transit”.

Taxi Coupon Program:
The Taxi Coupon program is a fairly new initiative that 
allows Para Transpo customers to take discounted taxi 
service as an alternative to Para Transpo. Customers can 
call a taxi at their convenience (with participating Ottawa 
taxi companies), and save 40 per cent of the regular taxi 
fare. Accessible Taxis are available at no extra charge, 
and can easily accommodate someone using a wheelchair, 
a walker or scooter. Plus, they can b ring along a friend! 
Customers or their caregivers can obtain more information 
by calling the OC Transpo 613-842-3670.

A “Ride With Us-You Have Choices” folder can be 
ordered from OC Transpo. An information CHOICES 
brochure is featured in the ‘Resources for senior patient 
education and/or referral’ section of the OC Transpo web 
site.
Source: Kathy Riley, BST, Accessible Transit Specialist, OC Transpo 

(phone: 613-842-3636 ext. 2873) and Dianne Breton, Chair, Ottawa 

Seniors Transportation Committee.

Free Fares for
Seniors

Seniors age 65 and older
can ride free on all bus
routes and the O-Train on:

• Wednesdays all day

• Mondays and Fridays
after 12 noon

This offer does not apply
to Para Transpo.

INFO 613-741-4390
octranspo.com

2012.01
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Aging in place: the popular phrase makes growing 
old in your own home, surrounded by the things 
you love, sound positively idyllic. The reality can 

be quite different when your arthritic knees cry for mercy 
every time you climb the stairs and the pot drawer under 
the oven is suddenly just beyond your reach.

“We’re not prepared for the tsunami of changes we’re 
going to face in our housing needs as we grow older,” 
says Robert Howlett, owner of Sage 
Solutions for Independent Living 
Inc. (www.sagesolutions.ca). His 
company specializes in products and 
services to improve residential safety 
and independence.

Aging in place is usually less 
expensive than institutional care, 
Howlett says, with $25,000 to $30,000 
the maximum that most people are 
willing to spend on renovations to 
stay at home.

The problem is, most of us don’t 
think about making our homes more 
accessible until an accident or sudden 
illness, many of them associated with 
old age, forces our hand.

That was the case with Ming-Che 
Chen, one of Howlett’s clients. Chen had barely retired 
when a vacation accident in Hawaii three years ago left him 
a paraplegic. His son, Jason, found and modified a home in 
Kanata close to his own for his father, mother and sister.

“A lot of the things we’ve done for my father would be 
sufficient to let most seniors stay in their homes,” says 
Jason. They include revamping the first floor so his father 
can live there comfortably. The dining room was converted 
into a bedroom. A main-floor linen closet and powder 
room were combined into a bathroom with an accessible 
shower. Carpeting hindered wheelchair movement, so it 
was replaced with commercial-grade vinyl.

Other upgrades included an elevator from the garage to 
the main floor, making it easier for the elder Chen to enter 
and exit the home.

Howlett calls bathrooms—with fixtures too close 
together and difficult-to-access showers—“public enemy 

Aging gracefully in your home
Patrick Langston, Postmedia News

No. 1” for aging clients. The rooms often need to be gutted, 
with renovation costs usually running $10,000 and up. 
Howlett is enthusiastic about the Best Bath Systems’ line of 
barrier-free acrylic showers. Starting at about $2,500 plus 
installation, they feature a door and threshold that can be 
removed to allow wheelchair access. They also have a wood 
core, so grab bars can be located anywhere.

Products such as the Invisia Collection from Ottawa-
based HealthCraft Products 
(healthcraftproducts.com) are 
stylish alternatives to the usual 
institutional-look bars and other 
bathroom accessories.

Kitchens, with their hard-to-reach 
cabinetry and standardized layouts, 
are another challenge as we age. 
AARP says ovens with side-hinged 
doors and multi-level work areas can 
make life easier.

Ottawa-based designer Dyanne 
Donahue, of Persimmon Interiors 
(persimmoninteriors.com), has 
helped clients renovate for aging 
in place. She suggests relatively 
inexpensive re-dos such as replacing 
cavernous lower kitchen cabinets 

with drawers for plates and glasses. Drawer inserts from 
Richelieu (richelieu.com), available at Richelieu Hardware 
on Belfast Road, help keep items organized, she says. A 
countertop extension that folds down when not in use 
makes food preparation easier for someone in a wheelchair.

Other simple changes can make a home more elder-
friendly, says Donahue. Lever-style light dimmers available 
at Home Depot are a blessing for those with arthritis.

Tiled floors should be non-slip and the grout flush with 
the tiles so walking is more comfortable and tripping less 
likely.

Echoing Howlett, she stresses the importance of being 
proactive about aging.

“If you’re doing a kitchen renovation anyway, ask yourself 
how it could be designed so it’s accessible if you lose some 
of your mobility.”
The Ottawa Citizen 2010

We’re not prepared for 
the tsunami of changes 

we’re going to face in 
our housing needs  
as we grow older.   

Robert Howlett
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