THIRTY-SECOND YEAR

Canada’s Politics and Government Newspaper

MONDAY, FEBRUARY 8, 2021 $5.00

Opinion

Why healthy aging must be the
upshot of the COVID-19 pandemic
Older Canadians
are an economic
pillar, one that
will crumble
in the absence
of supports for
healthy aging
that enable
people to remain
active and
engaged in their
communities,
writes John
Muscedere.

It would be in
everyone’s best
interest to focus now
on ways to prevent
frailty by investing in
policies that ensure
healthy aging for all
Canadians.
BY JOHN MUSCEDERE

L

ast month, while the world
was distracted by political
turmoil and the pandemic’s
roaring second wave, a very
significant proclamation came
and went with little fanfare.
The United Nations General
Assembly launched 2020-2030 as
the Decade of Healthy Ageing,
calling for a decade of concerted global action to extend the
health and well-being horizons
of the world’s one billion people
over the age of 60.
In contrast to a common
misperception, aging alone isn’t
what sidelines older people—
frailty is. While aging is inevitable, frailty is not.
Frailty is defined as a medical
condition of reduced function
and health; it becomes more
common as we age. Frailty
increases vulnerability to disease, resulting in the need for
intensive and costly health-care
interventions. Today, 1.6 million
Canadians live with some form
of frailty. In 10 years, it will be
2.5 million.
Living within the guardrails of a pandemic has aged
everyone. And we are getting
a glimpse into how the seeds
of frailty are sown—through
loneliness and isolation, loss of

structure and routine, mental
and emotional stress, physical
exhaustion, loss of freedom and
a sense of control, disruptions
in eating and sleeping habits,
weight gain, muscle loss and deferring routine medical appointments to avoid the virus.
Our response to the global
pandemic now, and in the coming years, should include robust
policies for healthy aging which
in large part are composed of
strategies to address these contributors to frailty.
Most COVID-related deaths
in Canada to date have occurred
in people over the age of 70. It’s
a glaring statistic—one that, left
unfiltered, might prejudice people’s understanding about this
age group and its capacity.
Persistent news coverage
about the vulnerability of older
people in the early days of the
pandemic inadvertently fuelled
ageist attitudes. In its most extreme form, some people wrongly concluded that the economy
should not have to shut down
just to prevent the virus from
killing the eldest members of society. After all, this demographic
contributes the least, right?
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