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Briefing Note: Supporting Seniors Wellness in the Comox Valley 

 

Produced by: Comox Valley Community Health Network 

 

Prepared for: Federal candidates in North Island – Powell River and Courtenay-Alberni ridings  

 

Purpose: To inform candidates about the issues related to seniors in the Comox Valley including how federal government 

policy can contribute to quality of life and wellness for seniors.  

 

Background: Many seniors across Canada, cannot pay their rents, fix their aging homes, pay for their medications, or buy 

healthy food and all of this impacts their health. In August 2018, the federal government adopted, for the first time, an 

official poverty line based on the income needed to afford a basket of necessities (1). Previously Canada’s main poverty 

measure had been the “low income cut-off”, based on how much a person or household spends on necessities relative to 

others (1). This resulted in a change in the number of seniors considered to be in poverty and the perception that senior’s 

poverty in Canada is being reduced when it is not. Currently in Canada, the old-age security payments and the guaranteed 

income supplement, combined, is about $18,000 a year for a single person. Rental housing is considered affordable when 

rent costs and utility fees are 30% or less than a household’s pre-tax income (2). Therefore a senior with no other income 

paying 30% for housing would only be able to pay $500 per month for rent which is not available in the current housing 

crisis. The Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (CCPA) study in July 2019 shows that in Canada in order to pay 30% 

of income on rent one needs to earn $22.40 per hour to afford a 2-bedroom apartment or $20.20 per hour for a one 

bedroom apartment (3). However in BC one needs to earn more – Vancouver ($35.33) and Victoria ($28.47) (3) all of 

which indicate that for seniors on a fixed income adequate and affordable housing is impossible to get. In addition, low 

income seniors often cannot afford health relates expenses such as dental, physiotherapy, optometry, and drug expenses. 

47% of Canadians do not have either a company pension or private health plan to cover these costs (4). If they fail to 

obtain these services, there is often a resultant cost to other parts of the health care system.  

 
Seniors care includes home care, long-term care, palliative care and pharmacare. Seniors care often falls outside the scope 

of the Canada Health Act, which only covers services provided by doctors and hospitals. Accessing quality seniors care is 

particularly difficult for low-income, racialized, Indigenous and LGBTQ+ seniors due to financial barriers and 

discrimination. Access to seniors care should be equitable and like other health care services under the Canada Health Act 

should be based on need, not on people’s ability to pay (5). Wait times, eligibility criteria and out-of-pocket expenses vary 

across Canada and are different in each of the provinces and territories. For example, co-payments for long-term care 

range from $1,000 to $3,400 per month across the country (5). Home care in BC is unaffordable for many seniors, offers 

too little service for high needs clients and has created a workforce where 75% of staff are casual or part-time (6) A senior 

with an income of $27,800 will pay $8,800 a year for a once-daily home care visit and 61% of residents admitted to long-

term care received no home care in the 90 days before admission (6). While roughly a quarter of seniors in Canada receive 

some form of home care, only 6% receive formal, publicly funded care and on average, informal caregivers provide 20 

hours of care per week. Funding cuts, contracting-out, privatization and inadequate staffing levels negatively impact the 

quality of care people receive (5). In some regions, people are waiting several years for a long-term care bed. At the same 

time, many seniors admitted to long-term care facilities could likely remain at home if they had access to adequate home 

care (5). 

   

Current Situation in the Comox Valley:  

• 34% of people in Comox Valley are over 60 and the median age of population is 50.8 years (7)  

• Projected growth in number of people over 65 from 2018-2038 is 35.5% (7).  

• Greatest growth is in the 75 and over population - expected to double between 2017 and 2037 (7).  

• Poverty rate among seniors in 2015 was 8.5% with large differences by geographic region with Cumberland at 

15.8% (highest) and Comox at 6% (lowest) (7).  

• 29% of people identified as homeless in 2018 were seniors (over 55), up significantly from 2016 (8). 

• 4 end of life beds, 412 subsidized complex care beds, 84 subsidized assisted living spaces, 20 private complex 

care beds, 55 private assisted living units and 3 respite  (May 2018) (7). 

• Privatization of long-term care has led in the Comox Valley to considerable differences (and resultant unfairness), 

in the level of care received by seniors, between the non-profit and private care facilities. 
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Recommendations: Effective, evidence-based policy responses are possible, but national leadership is needed to 

spearhead further action and we recommend the federal government: 

• Develop, fund and deliver a National Seniors Care Strategy that sets consistent standards of care and staffing 

levels across the country This Strategy must include: 

o Dedicated federal funding for seniors care to the provinces and territories as part of the Canada Health 

Transfer 

o National standards as a condition of federal funding that are similar to the criteria in the Canada Health 

Act. Seniors care, including home care and residential care, should be universal, public, comprehensive, 

accessible and portable 

o A human resources strategy to guarantee a skilled seniors care workforce and decent working conditions 

for care workers (9)  

o A standard, federally endorsed process for determining the future need for long-term care beds, in all 

areas of Canada. It is unacceptable for a community to not be in the process of addressing future need for 

long-term care due to the inadequacy of the methodology of predicting that need  

• Review the poverty line calculation adopted in August 2018 for its impact on seniors and adjust to reflect the real 

cost of rent and other things in the “market basket” across Canada, so that appropriate goals of poverty reduction 

and realistic measures of success are established.   

• Develop, fund and deliver a Seniors Care Benefit, similar to a Child Care Benefit to relieve low-income seniors 

and their caregivers burdened with increasing costs for health-related expenses, including home support and long-

term care.  

• Provide funding to build seniors housing that is affordable for seniors who only have OAP, GAIN and SAFER 

(Provincially funded) to live on or increase OAP and GAIN so that seniors do not have to pay more than 30% of 

their monthly income on housing costs.  

• Expand federal infrastructure funding to include long-term care and commit to funding new long-term care 

residences.  

 

Questions:  

If elected, how will you: 

• Advocate for developing, funding and delivering a National Seniors Care Strategy that sets consistent standards of 

care and staffing across Canada? 

• Ensure seniors are lifted out of poverty so they can afford housing and not be burdened with increasing costs to 

pay for care?  

• Implement accountability measures so that federal transfer payments for seniors care go to seniors care? 

• Implement a National Pharmacare program? 
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1) https://nationalpost.com/pmn/news-pmn/canada-news-pmn/documents-shed-light-on-seniors-poverty-figures-used-by-federal-liberals 

2) CMHC www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/en/developing-and-renovating/develop-new-affordable-housing/programs-and-information/about-affordable-

housing-in-canada 

3)  Unaccommodating: Rental Housing Wages Canada 

https://www.policyalternatives.ca/sites/default/files/uploads/publications/National%20Office/2019/07/Unaccommodating%20-

%20Rental%20Wage%20in%20Canada.pdf 

4) An Analysis of the Economic Circumstances of Canadian Seniors 

https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/broadbent/pages/4904/attachments/original/1455216659/An_Analysis_of_the_Economic_Circumst

ances_of_Canadian_Seniors.pdf?1455216659 

5) Canadian Health Coalition   https://www.healthcoalition.ca/seniors-care/ 

6) Home Support: We Can Do Better  https://www.seniorsadvocatebc.ca/app/uploads/sites/4/2019/06/Report-Home-Support-Review_web.pdf 

7) CV Vital signs Report (2018) - https://cvcfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/Comox-Valley-Vital-Signs-Source-Report.pdf 

8) CV Coalition to End Homelessness Point in Time Count (2018) - https://www.cvhousing.ca/2018-point-in-time-count-report/ 

9) CMA Health Advocates https://healthadvocates.cma.ca/health-advocates-toolkit 

 

Contact: Lindsay McGinn,  Email: info@cvchn.ca   Phone: 250 650 5819 
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