Statement of Josefina G. Carbonell, Assistant Secretary for Aging

National Hispanic Heritage Month – September 15 - October 15, 2007
Working in Partnership to Improve the Health of Hispanic Elders
For nearly two decades, our country has set aside September 15 to October 15 to celebrate the culture of U.S. residents who trace their origins to Spain, Mexico and the Spanish speaking nations of Central America, Latin America and the Caribbean. During Hispanic Heritage Month, President Bush encourages federal, state and local government, businesses, communities and individuals to commemorate the achievements of Hispanic citizens whose extraordinary contributions have had a lasting impact on our nation’s success and prosperity.
The U.S. Administration on Aging (AoA) is honored to join this annual celebration.  In 2006, there were 2.4 million Hispanic elders, 6.5 percent of the older population, in the United States.  By 2028 the Hispanic population aged 65 and older is projected to be the largest racial/ethnic minority in this age group. 
The AoA is working in partnership several HHS agencies to empower seniors and their caregivers to take control of their lives, their health care and their futures. The key to successful empowerment is prevention, a top priority of HHS Secretary Mike Leavitt.
AoA has joined Secretary Leavitt’s prevention efforts by building, strengthening and leveraging relationships across the public health and human services communities in order to serve Hispanic elders.  An important collaboration led by AoA and involving several HHS agencies, states and various public and private organizations at the community level is working to encourage people to take control over their health in order to live longer, healthier lives. Extensive research shows that making small adjustments and improvements to daily activities can prevent disease.  Through the Evidence Based Prevention Programs first launched in 2003 and expanded in 2006, AoA is using scientific research to enhance community-based efforts and strategies for building public-private collaborations to support evidenced-based prevention programs that serve Hispanics.
HHS also reaches out to seniors to educate them about preventive services available through Medicare. Since 2003, we have worked with key partners to promote important health benefits at community events throughout the country.  Just this year through the Secretary’s “A Healthier U.S. Starts Here” campaign, the Medicare bus visited 145 different cities in 48 states and DC to reach out to the many beneficiaries who are not accessing the free, life-saving vaccinations and health screenings available to them.   Many of these beneficiaries are from the Hispanic community and can benefit directly from these services. 
The elimination of health disparities continues to be a challenge within the older Hispanic community. While progress has been made, there is still more to do. And although disparities exist among all ethnic populations, studies find that many diseases and chronic conditions impact the Hispanic population disproportionately. Hispanic elders have a higher incidence of diabetes, heart disease and arthritis than the rest of the U.S. population.   
Through our efforts with Healthy People 2010, a set of health objectives for the nation to achieve over the first decade of the 21st century, HHS is working to close the gaps in health experienced by racial and ethnic communities by teaming up with businesses, schools, health care providers and faith-based organizations to spread the word about the importance of living healthier lives and utilizing preventive services and benefits. 
To help address specific disparities which exist among Hispanic elders, AoA together with four HHS agencies (the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services and the Health Resources and Services Administration) recently launched the Hispanic Elders Community Partnership. This initiative is bringing together eight metropolitan communities with high concentrations of Hispanic elders to develop coordinated strategies for improving Hispanic elders’ access to important benefits, including the new Medicare prescription drug plan, other preventive benefits and those provided through the Older Americans Act such as low-cost evidence-based prevention programs that are proven to reduce health disparities.  Beginning October 2007 teams from Chicago, Ill.; Houston, Texas; Los Angeles, Calif., McAllen, Texas; Miami, Fla; New York, New York; San Antonio, Texas; and San Diego, Calif., will form a year-long learning network to share best practices and strategies on how best to address health disparities among Hispanic elders in their communities and across the United States. 

All across America community organizations from within our national aging services network work each day to provide critical home and community-based services that enable Hispanic elders to live independently among their families and friends. Of the 9.4 million persons aged 60 and older served through the Older Americans Act in 2005, six percent were Hispanic.  During Hispanic Heritage Month 2007, AoA is highlighting model Hispanic elders’ projects that reflect our strategic goals and objectives of empowerment and access to information, health promotion and disease prevention and providing options for community living.   
AoA recognizes that it is never too early or too late for anyone to start living a healthy life. As we celebrate Hispanic Heritage Month 2007, let us pause to recognize the important role that families and communities play in the health and well being of Hispanic elders. 
