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SECTION I:

BACKGROUND




I. INTRODUCTION

The National Indian Council on Aging is a national organization deal-
ing specifically with the needs and concerns of the American Indian and
Alaskan Native elderly.

The establishment of the Council in 1976 was a result of the long
struggle by the Indian community for recognition of the unique circum-
stances faced by the Indian* elderly.

In addition to these factors, a unique concern of Indian people has
been the right to Indian self-determination; i.e. the right of Indian tribes,
affirmed and reaffirmed by the Federal government through treaties, Ex-
ecutive Orders and legislation, to administer programs designed to serve
the Indian community from a basis in tribal sovereignty and tradition.

As a result of repeated unsuccessful attempts in the early 1970’s by
representatives of the national Indian community to promote action on
the unmet needs and special concerns of the Indian elderly, the National
Tribal Chairmen’s Association sponsored the first National Indian Con-
ference on Aging in June of 1976 with funding from the Administration
on Aging. At this conference, the 1,500+ Indian participants elected a
National Indian Task Force on Aging, later incorporated as the National
Indian Council on Aging, to serve as a national advocate on behalf of the
Indian elderly, and to follow up on remedial action recommended as a
result of the definition of unmet needs and problems of the Indian elderly
at the conference, including recommendations from an Indian Concerns
Session at the 1971 White House Conference on Aging which had never
been acted upon. The Indian delegates at that conference outlined five
general areas where it was felt immediate action must be taken:

1. The United States must reassure our elderly citizens that the
policy concerning termination is no longer a national policy.

2. That an adequately staffed and funded Indian desk similar to In-
dian desks in other Federal agencies be established in the Ad-
ministration on Aging or its successor. This office would act as
a central point for information and an advocate for the needs of
the Indian elderly.

*The term “Indian” includes reference to Alaskan Natives.




3. That sections 303 Part (a) and section 612 of the Older Ameri-
cans Act of 1965, as amended November 1970, be revised so that
Indian tribes no longer have to go through State agencies for fund-
ing. This is necessary because of the lack of sympathy by most
States for their Indian population. All funds for older Indian pro-
grams should be funded directly to Indian tribes.

4. That agencies serving elderly Indians increase funding levels to
Indian tribes so as to adequately serve their needs.

5. That a thorough and complete research program be developed
to search, evaluate, and cause to be amended, existing laws and
policies governing programs serving the elderly Indian.

In the area of Income, the Indian delegates identified the following
issue and made the following recommendations:

ISSUE: The elderly Indian citizen should have an income which would
permit him to live the rest of his life in health, decency, and
dignity.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Because of the past relationships between the Federal govern-
ment, through the Bureau of Indian Affairs, and the Indians, most
of our people did not participate in retirement programs such as:
company retirement plans, insurance plans, investing in income
property and, in many cases, Social Security. Therefore, the sole
source of income for many of the elderly is welfare and for those
fortunate enough to reach 72, Social Security at the very mini-
mum level. The elderly Indians must be permitted to work and
earn income for as long as they want or are able. They should not
be required to forfeit part of other benefits when continuing to
earn.

2. That the elderly and middle-aged Indian should be assisted in
obtaining job information, training, counseling, placement, and
other assistance which would permit him to continue employ-
ment. These steps would enable him to qualify for an increased
benefit when he becomes eligible to receive Social Security.

3. That there be an equitable form of tax relief for the elderly Indian.




4. That retirement plans be worked out in such a way that there is
a guaranteed pension, that it be vested and with portability.

5. That there be a Social Security “ALERT” to assure that all eli-
gibles receive their entitlements.

6. That a Federal policy be established which would state that judg-
ment funds are not to be considered as assets or windfall, but
rather the due allotment and recompense for misappropriated
lands and rights. That this policy be binding to all State and local
welfare agencies.

7. That State public assistance departments cease to press the
elderly Indian to sell individual allotted lands on reservations to
meet their own subsistence needs, in view of the Indians’ desire
to retain the tribal homeland intact for further use in accord with
President Nixon’s rejection of termination as a Federal policy.

8. That Social Security benefits be extended to all male and female
elderly upon reaching the age of eligibility regardless of their par-
ticipation during previous periods of employment.

9. That separate funds be made available for the establishment of
special manpower programs designed by and for elderly Indians.

10. That manpower programs be designed to retain the people on or
near the homelands of the elderly Indian.

11. That these manpower programs be adequately funded to meet
the employment needs of the Indian aged.

ORGANIZATIONAL HISTORY

In September 1976, the Administration on Aging awarded the National
Indian Council on Aging a three-year Model Project grant (Grant No. 90-
A-989). The Model Project ran from September 29, 1976 to October 31,
1979.

Currently, NICOA is operating in its second year of funding under a
cooperative agreement with the Administration on Aging under Grant
No. 90-AM-2192, running from November 1, 1980 to October 31, 1981.

National headquarters were established in Albuquerque, New Mexico,
in the heart of the southwest Indian country, so that it might be more easily
accessible to the large numbers of Indian elderly in that part of the coun-



try. Location in Albuquerque has had the additional advantages of prox-
imity to Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) and Indian Health Service (IHS) area
offices, as well as the University of New Mexico and its American Indian
Law Center and gerontology program.

The full membership of the National Indian Council on Aging cur-
rently consists of 39 Indian and Alaskan Native individuals, of whom twelve

constitute the Board of Directors, which spans the 12 Bureau of Indian
Affairs’ geographical areas.

The overall purpose of the National Indian Council on Aging is to
provide advocacy for the Indian and Alaskan Native elderly. As its specific
objective, the Council has set itself the task to bring about the remedial
action recommended at the National Indian Conference on Aging.

The National Indian Council on Aging has pursued four basic avenues
to accomplish its objectives:

1. Encouragement of legislative amendments where required to bring
about the remedial action recommended;

2. Communication and cooperation with service provider agencies
which can make the necessary changes within the scope of their
current and administrative guidelines;

3. Dissemination of information to the Indian community on avail-
able supportive resources and, where necessary,

4. Intercession with the appropriate agencies to provide access to
these resources.

Since its inception, the Council has established and maintained coopera-
tive relationships with a number of Federal agencies. In addition to the Ad-
ministration on Aging, the National Aging Network and all Federal agen-
cies administering services to the aging, the Council works closely with
the Indian Health Service and the Bureau of Indian Affairs. The latter
is providing substantial in-kind contributions of office space, equipment,
and telephone service to the Council at its Albuquerque headquarters.

NICOA has also established a relatively strong communication net-
work with Indian tribes across the country, and has cooperated with and
lent expertise to numerous Indian organizations, Congressional staff and
committees, colleges and universities.




Among the Council’s numerous activities on behalf of the Indian
elderly, several are:

Training. During the past two years, NICOA’s Office of Training and
Technical Assistance (OTTA) began implementation of a systematic ef-
fort to provide training to tribal aging program administrators. This effort
was instituted in recognition of the tremendous need for such training
opportunities, evident since NICOA’s inception and made more pressing
by the passage of Title VI of the Older Americans Act.

Accordingly, OTTA met with a number of tribal aging program di-
rectors to determine their most critical training needs and effective ap-
proaches to meet those needs. Based on this input the OTTA organized
a week-long training session composed of eight workshops in a variety
of topic areas, with resource persons drawn from both Indian and non-
Indian aging programs, AoA regional and central offices, and representa-
tives of other federal agencies. This training session, held in November
1979, attracted over 80 administrators of tribal aging programs around
the country. This training was the first of its kind in the nation and consti-
tutes the first national training effort for this constituency offered by any
organization. A manual based on this training session was prepared by
OTTA and is available to Indian tribes, members of the National Aging
Network, cooperating agencies, and the academic community to the
extent of available supplies.

The manual is a basic guide to the development and implementa-
tion of aging programs in the Indian community. It covers such topics
as:

1. An overview of the aging field in general

2. Specific programs, e.g. nutrition, transportation, homemaker-
home health care, multipurpose senior centers

3. Program administration

4. Basic grantsmanship

5. Advocacy.

Technical Assistance. In addition to the training efforts described above,
NICOA has continually expanded its provision of technical assistance in
response to ever-increasing requests from tribes and Indian organiza-
tions, Federal agencies, Congressional committees and staff members,
and members of the National Aging Network, including the National As-




sociation of State Units on Aging and the National Association of Area
Agencies on Aging. OTTA was consulted at various points in the plan-
ning process for the 1981 White House Conference on Aging. The Office
has responded to numerous requests by national aging organizations for
presentations at national conferences, and a number of national organi-
zations, such as the National Health Screening Council and the National
Council for Homemaker-Home Health Aide Services, asked for and re-
ceived assistance in tailoring services and information materials to the
needs of Indian tribes.

NICOA has also been consulted by a growing number of universi-
ties and colleges in regard to the development of curricula, workshops
and symposia in the field of aging. NICOA has also provided direct assist-
ance to post-secondary institutions in efforts to recruit Indian students
at the secondary level. (It is worthy of note that the training of a cadre of
qualified Indian professionals in the field of aging has been severely reduced
by the defunding of the Native American Gerontology program of the
Rocky Mountain Gerontology Center at the University of Utah, the only
such training program in the country. The need for such programs is acute,
as evidenced by the fact that an NICOA staff member is one of only three
professionally-trained Indian gerontologists in the country.)

Finally, NICOA has confinued to provide technical assistance to
Indian tribes and organizations on an individual basis nationwide. Such
requests range from identification of funding sources to interpretation of
regulations to planning new tribal aging programs. NICOA’s technical
assistance has also been solicited for the establishment of statewide In-
dian councils on aging in several states. Perhaps most notably NICOA
was requested to lend its expertise in negotiations leading to designation
of the Navajo Nation as the first interstate planning and service area (PSA)
in the country.

Finally, NICOA augments these technical assistance efforts by pub-
lishing its quarterly and monthly newsletters, and mailing supplementary
updates on legislative developments to all tribes and numerous organ-
izations and concerned individuals.

Research. Over the course of the past two years, NICOA has designed
and carried out the first nationwide needs assessment of the Indian elderly.
This research was funded by the Administration on Aging (Grant No. 90-
A-1369) in the amount of $207,607 in the first project year and $169,609
in the second project year. The research project was undertaken to remedy
the virtual absence of accurate data on this segment of the population.




Such data will be crucial to adequately justify, plan and evaluate programs
for elderly Indians.

Data was collected from approximately 800 randomly selected
Indians aged 45+ residing on reservations, in urban areas, off-reservation
rural areas, and Alaskan Native villages, using a slightly modified version
of Duke University’s OARS (Older Americans Resources and Services)
instrument, supplemented with a questionnaire on housing and trans-
portation.

In conjunction with the survey effort, NICOA also contacted State
Offices on Aging and other public and private service provider agencies
to determine what services are theoretically now available to the Indian
elderly, and which are being utilized by them.

The research findings have been published in report form. The
report is available to the aging network, tribes, and the academic com-
munity, and provides the strongest information base to date on the
social, economic, physical and mental well-being of the Indian elderly,
including a detailed look at services they are now receiving, as well as
unmet needs. In addition, by using the OARS instrument, which has
previously been administered to elderly populations in a number of
U.S. cities and states, NICOA has ensured that its data will be com-
parable to existing data on the U.S. elderly population in general.

Analysis of the research data is expected to generate a number of
more narrowly-focused researchable questions, as well as significant pol-
icy recommendations regarding ways to eliminate barriers to services for
elderly Indians.

Title VI. Proceeding on the basis of its mandate from the first National
Indian Conference on Aging, NICOA’s foremost priority at the time of its
inception was the inclusion of Indian concerns in the 1978 amendments
to the Older Americans Act. Accordingly, one of the first efforts under-
taken by the National Indian Council on Aging was the drafting of an amend-
ment to the Act authorizing a provision for direct funding to Indian tribes
and organizations. This draft formed the basis for the legislation that ul-
timately became Title VI, “Grants for Indian Tribes”.

Members and staff of NICOA were called upon to provide expert
testimony on the 1978 amendments and worked closely with members
and staff of Congressional committees in developing language reflecting
the special needs of the Indian elderly for inclusion in proposed amend-
ments. While Congress was considering the FY 80 funding level for Title
VI, NICOA again was frequently called upon by Congressional commit-
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tees and staff for expertise. NICOA staff also worked closely with Admin-
istration on Aging staff throughout the development of regulations for
Title VI. Periodically, NICOA mailed out information on this legislation
to NICOA members, Indian tribes and organizations nationwide. NICOA
staff also made numerous presentations on this subject to Indian organi-
zations around the country during 1979. In addition, NICOA has re-
sponded to literally hundreds of telephone calls from tribes wanting fur-
ther details on this topic alone.

THE ELDERLY INDIAN

The Indian/Alaskan Native population is small, but diverse. Accord-
ing to the 1980 Census, the population is estimated at about 1.4 million,
with 109,000 over 60 years of age. About 400 different tribes exist in the
U.S. today, speaking over 250 distinct languages. Currently, there are
close to 600 reservations, rancherias, and Alaskan Native villages, each
with its own government. These reservations range in size from less than
one acre to 14 million acres. Roughly half the Indian elderly population live
on reservations, with the remainder in urban or non-reservation rural
areas. (Estimate: reservation 52%; urban 48%.)

The economic status of the Indian elderly is even less secure than
that of most older Americans. In 1970, the median income level for elderly
Indian men was $1,554 — significantly below the poverty level. For women,
the figure was even lower — $1,162. The 1980 Census data is not expected
to change this picture significantly.

In 1970, the median income level for Indians on reservations was ap-
proximately $1,500 per year. Unemployment on reservations averages
37%. (On some reservations, that rate goes as high as 95%!)

According to the 1970 Census, over 50% of the nation’s Indian elderly
had incomes below the poverty level, yet they receive far less than they
are proportionately entitled to from the various income entitlement pro-
grams. For example, the 1970 Census showed that only 45% of Indians
over 60 received Social Security benefits — a lower rate than among the
Anglo, Black, or Hispanic elderly. Another factor contributing to the low
Indian participation in these programs could be the lower life expectancy
of Indian people compared to their non-Indian cohorts. In 1980, the esti-
mate increased to 65 years, but in comparison the non-Indian life ex-
pectancy in 1980 climbed to 73.3. This means that the average Indian per-
son barely lives long enough to reach the age of eligibility for most entitle-
ment programs. Those who do are not likely to collect benefits for as
many vears as their non-Indian counterparts.
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NICOA has, through its conferences, identified several factors that
keep Indian elders from receiving the income supports they are entitled
to under existing programs. As a result of the complexity of rules and regu-
lations governing Federal entitlement programs such as Social Security
or Veterans Administration programs, many Indian elderly never apply
for benefits, or fail to complete the application process. Some of the regu-
lations create hardships for Indian elders — for example, tribal dividends
must be counted as income when SSI eligibility is determined. The Social
Security program requires documentation of quarters worked, of mar-
riage, and of age — all of which serve as barriers to utilization of programs.

Another problem identified by NICOA is the lack of outreach and
programmatic information being made available to the Indian community.
This is compounded by the under-representation (usually absence) of
Indians as staff members of these various agencies. In addition, the process
of enrolling in entitlement programs is much too complicated and lengthy,
and there is rarely sufficient assistance for the Indian elder to negotiate
the “system”.

Housing and transportation are two of the most serious problems
facing Indian elders, whether urban or rural. Overall, Indian housing is
of poorer quality and is more crowded than dwellings of the general popu-
lation. A national needs assessment of the Indian elderly completed by
NICOA in 1980 showed that the housing stock of Indian elders is gener-
ally old and dilapidated, with 26% of the housing constructed prior to
1939. Twenty-five percent of the elders surveyed reported bedrooms
occupied by three or more persons, and this indication of overcrowded
conditions is supported by U.S. Census data showing three times as many
Indian residences housing seven or more persons as in the general popu-
lation. In 1979-1980, the elderly reported service outages of heat, water,
and toilet systems at rates of 20%, 24% and 15% respectively; 44% of all
Alaskan respondents reported they suffered a heat outage during the
preceding winter. The 1970 Census showed that 26.3% of Indian housing
units had no plumbing, compared to 5.5% in the general population. Only
50% of rural Indian homes had complete bathrooms in 1970, and a third
lacked piped water. Since the elderly tend to live in the most traditional
homes, they likely account for a large percentage of this housing. In addi-
tion, the sanitation problems caused by lack of running water and plumb-
ing facilities contribute to the high rates of diseases such as tuberculosis
among the Indian population. Large numbers of Indian dwellings, especially
on reservations, also lack electricity and telephone service.











































































































































































































































