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Senator Breaux, it is a great honor to join you today in your home State of Louisiana for this hearing on the crisis of elder abuse, neglect, and exploitation and the Elder Justice Act of 2003, S. 333.  You are the leader in Congress on the issues of elder justice and the number one advocate for timely action.

Let me also commend you for your extraordinary leadership on behalf of seniors not only in the state of Louisiana, but nationally.  Your tenure as Chairman of the Senate Special Committee on Aging and your work as Ranking Member of the Committee has been distinct because of your activism and commitment to addressing a wide range of issues from Medicare reform to long-term care to the negative image of aging portrayed in this nation.  Your work reminds many of us of another great Chairman, Claude Pepper and his years as Chairman of the House Select Committee on Aging.  I might also add, Senator, that you have an excellent staff who have worked so diligently on the elder justice bill, especially Lauren Fuller and Marie Connolly.

Today our focus is on elder justice and your vitally important legislation.  Just over two months ago, I was proud to join you and Senators Hatch and Baucus at a press conference to announce the introduction of S. 333, as well as to launch the Elder Justice Coalition.  Your legislation is so critical because it constitutes the most comprehensive federal effort to date to help combat the scandals of elder abuse, neglect and financial exploitation.

Important progress has been made since February 10th:

· Today almost one-quarter of the Senate has joined as co-sponsors of the bill in a bi-partisan fashion.

· The Elder Justice Coalition, formed to help advance this issue and your bill, has now grown to 138 members representing national, state and local organizations and individuals with a special commitment to the issue.  I am pleased to note the membership from this great state includes the Louisiana Geriatrics Society and Louisiana Association of Councils on Aging.  In addition, the associations that represent Louisiana’s state units on aging, area agencies on aging and long-term care ombudsman programs are also members.

· As you are well aware, we expect a companion House bill to be introduced in the very near future.

I have been asked to address elder abuse from a national perspective for this hearing.  Simply stated, it is a national problem – if not crisis - which will worsen over time as the aging of America continues. 

Let me share with you some of what we know:

· The number of reported cases of elder and adult abuse is approaching 500,000 based on data collected by the National Center on Elder Abuse in 2000.  In the very near future an updated study will be released providing more detail on those reports. 
· In addition, there are more than 18,000 complaints of abuse and gross neglect against older victims living in nursing homes other long-term care facilities, assisted living, and board and care facilities.  This according to the annual report of the Long-Term Care Ombudsman Program.

· According to the National Elder Abuse Incidence Study (NEAIS), nearly 450,000 people age 60 and over experienced abuse and/or neglect in a domestic setting (i.e. home) in 1996.

· Elder financial abuse ranks third behind neglect and emotional/psychological abuse as the most prevalent form of elder abuse.  In fact, while approximately 30 percent of crimes against the elderly involve financial abuse, 25 percent represent physical abuse.  The remaining forms of abuse are a combination of abandonment, sexual, and other abuses.

· The most common victims of elder abuse are elderly women 75 years of age and over often living alone. Victimization among those 80 and over is especially disturbing. While this group comprises 19 percent of the elderly population, they account for 51 percent of reports of neglect and 48 percent of financial and material abuse.

· Overwhelmingly, the most common abusers are family members. Again according to NEAIS approximately 90 percent of alleged abusers were related to victims.

· As disturbing as these figures are, estimates still point to the fact that as much as 84 percent of cases of elder abuse go unreported, meaning that we might be dealing with as many as 5 million cases on a national level.

Senator Breaux, as you have pointed out on a number of occasions, the federal commitment to elder abuse prevention is piecemeal and inadequate.  The only federal program specifically providing funds for elder abuse prevention has total funding of less than $5 million dollars.  In fact, the program, which is the primary funding source of adult protective services, the Social Services Block Grant, has suffered cuts of more than $1 billion in recent years.

The fact that only .08 – less than one percent - of all funds spent on abuse prevention go to elder abuse programs establishes the most compelling reason why we need the Elder Justice Act.  We simply do not have the adequate public-private infrastructure and resources needed to be in place to prevent, detect, treat, understand, intervene in and, where appropriate, prosecute elder abuse, neglect, and exploitation.  Your legislation would create the framework for these needed efforts and a more just society.

It is critical that we recognize elder abuse for what it is—a public health, law enforcement and social services crisis.

Today, elder abuse is any form of mistreatment that results in harm or loss to an older person.  It is generally divided into the following categories, yet a sad reality is there seem to be new categories appearing every day:

· Physical abuse;

· Sexual abuse;

· Domestic abuse (involving a family member);

· Psychological abuse;

· Financial abuse; and

· Neglect, including self-neglect.

Your Elder Justice Act is the way to move forward.  It makes the fundamental statement that the federal commitment to the future of elder justice must show leadership through responsibility, accountability, funding and visibility.

Other important goals to achieving elder justice contained in your bill include:

· Greater attention to this issue within the federal government through the creation of dual offices of elder justice in both the Departments of Justice and Health and Human Services;

· A public-private Coordinating Council to coordinate activities of all federal agencies dealing with elder justice;

· A dedicated funding stream for Adult Protective Services;

· Better data collection so we are no longer hindered in our efforts to commit the proper resources.  Data drives dollars.  It always has and it always will;

· Increasing law enforcement’s capacity to achieve more prosecutions; and

· Improved training both within individual disciplines and on a multi-disciplinary basis.

At hearings you have held, you have aptly demonstrated that we must be more aggressive in “weeding out” those who would commit elder abuse against especially vulnerable persons living in nursing homes and other long-term care facilities.

Your bill would be a huge step forward in this effort.  Its provisions dealing with prompt reporting of crimes in long-term care settings and criminal background checks for long-term care workers are two important steps.  In addition, the provisions to provide incentives to enhance staffing in long-term care facilities are also welcome.

The goal of accountability is at the heart of many of the provisions dealing with long-term care in S. 333.  It is important to recognize as you do, that we must remove the offenders in a targeted and prioritized fashion.

One other element of your bill warrants mentioning today.  It is the recognition that there are a number of successful elder abuse prevention programs operating in our states and localities.  The federal government should be in a position to provide support for these programs, determine why they work and determine if they could be replicated nationally, as your bill proposes.  There is no need to reinvent; we should instead reward the so-called best practice models.

You also asked me to comment on the initial work of the Elder Justice Coalition.  As I noted earlier, we are proud to have 138 members representing many thousands of persons interested in and concerned about elder abuse in this nation.  They include five founding member organizations:

· National Committee for the Prevention of Elder Abuse

· National Academy of Elder Law Attorneys

· National Association of State Units on Aging

· National Association of APS Administrators

· National Association of State Long-Term Care Ombudsman Programs

Other members of the Coalition include some of the leading national aging organizations such as AARP, American Association of Homes and Services for the Aging, National Association of Area Agencies on Aging, and American Society on Aging, as well as health groups such as the American Health Care Association, the American Psychological Association and the Association of Orthopedic Nurses.  A complete list of coalition members can be found following my statement.

The Coalition was pleased to have you attend its first organizational meeting and have adopted some operating principles and a work plan.

We will focus in our efforts on the following:

· Increase public awareness of the tragedy of elder abuse, neglect and exploitation at the local, state, and national levels.

· Increase awareness and support for the Elder Justice Act in the Senate as a comprehensive approach to addressing elder justice issues. 

· Mount a parallel advocacy effort in the House of Representatives to secure introduction of an Elder Justice Act and attract co-sponsors.

· Work for expedited consideration of the Elder Justice Act before relevant Senate and House Committees and Subcommittees.

Elder justice has individual and systemic definitions.  From a policy perspective, elder justice consists of efforts to prevent, detect, treat, and where appropriate, prosecute elder abuse, neglect and exploitation.  From the individual perspective it is the right of older Americans to be free of abuse, neglect and exploitation.

Our commitment to child abuse and family violence prevention has been good.  I believe we have been more remiss with respect to elder abuse prevention.  The opportunity to remedy this is before us now.  It may have been an emerging issue in the late 1970s, but it has fully arrived today.  To not direct the same level of commitment to elder abuse as to other abuse constitutes a new and deeply troubling form of ageism. 

Let us make elder justice more than a new term.  Let’s make it a new policy goal as well as a societal aspiration.  For the sake of that victim of elder abuse who cannot be here today to present testimony, let us commit to making elder justice a reality.

