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VALPARAISO | To meet the needs of the influx of baby boomers, now entering their golden years, the city's Department of Parks and Recreation is partnering with several other agencies to develop an Elderstyle program.

Mayor Jon Costas appointed a task force to assess the city's preparedness to meet the needs of seniors. The task force includes the Pines Village Retirement Communities, the Village Park Enrichment Center at Banta, Porter County Aging and Community Services, Comfort Keepers, Northwest Indiana Community Action Corp., Valparaiso University, the Visiting Nurses Association of Porter County and Healthlinc.

Task force members began working together three years ago and discovered many gaps in services for seniors. Five subcommittees were formed to look at specific areas. Among these were essential needs, such as food, housing, safety and legal assistance, and health and wellness, dealing with health care and insurance and exercise and fitness.

Other subcommittees looked at independence issues, including transportation, in-home care and caregiver support; community engagement, such as social interaction, recreation, education and volunteerism, and resources, which would create a resource center to serve seniors' needs.

Under the auspices of Pines Village, the group is hiring a consultant to assess community's needs and create a plan of specific strategies to meet them. The Porter County Community Foundation gave Pines a $10,000 grant for the study, another grant of $10,000 is being obtained, and the Pines and the parks department each are contributing $5,000. They hope to select the consultant by June and have the study in hand in five to six months.

"We've done the preliminary internal work," Parks Director John Seibert said. "We looked at other examples of what is being done in the U.S., and we looked at what we wanted to do. Then we decided to look for grants to hire a consultant to see what we could do."

According to the U.S. Census Bureau's latest American Community Survey, which covers 2006 to 2008, 28 percent of Valparaiso's population is 50 or older. That's 8,532 people. They will be the target of the Elderstyle initiative, but a secondary target will be family members and caregivers who are making decisions on behalf of seniors.

Although the consultant is expected to lay out a five- to 10-year plan, Seibert said it would be updated each year by evaluating which programs worked and which didn't. It also is hoped the study will help the various agencies better coordinate their services to seniors to make them more efficient and possibly find new agencies to partner with that could lead to additional funding sources.

Seibert said the task force will begin implementing the Elderstyle program as soon as it is received from the consultant.
