
 
State Senator Jeannie Darneille, 27th District addresses 2015 Fall Conference 

 

Senior Group Examines Statewide Progress, Challenges 

 

Have you ever been a victim of a scam? Do you think you’ll need to work until you die? Are you 

caring for your aging parents and at the same time still raising your children or helping them 

through college? Are you retired and wondering how you can live on your Social Security 

benefits? Are you hard of hearing and know you are missing out on key information you need 

to keep up? Do you want to stay healthy and active while living in your own home on a limited 

budget? 

If you answered honestly, then chances are you answered yes to one or several of these 

questions. 

To break down these questions and issues in preparation for the 2016 Session of the 

Washington State Legislature, the Washington State Senior Citizens’ Foundation held its 26th 

annual fall conference in late October at the Hotel Murano in Tacoma.  

The conference typically gathers over 400 front-line senior advocates and agency leaders and 

staff, and this year was no different. In addition, nearly 40 senior citizen related agencies 

provided participants with a wide range of up-to-date, much needed resources and 

information.  



With 1,000 people turning 65 every day in America, conversations and accurate information 

around issues about the health, care, and well-being of senior citizens are fast-moving and 

multi-faceted. 

  Eric Moss, Attorney General Office 

In this context, the Fall Conference examined current federal, state and local programs and 

policies having to do with The Affordable Care Act, Washington State’s new Alzheimer’s Plan, 

retirement security, guardianship issues, financial exploitation and latest scams targeting 

seniors, and, on the bright side, current efforts designed to keep seniors healthy, both 

physically and mentally.   

Susan Johnson, Regional Director, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Region 10, 

discussed the impact and outcomes of the White House Conference on Aging held last July.  

Bill Moss, representing Washington State Governor Jay Inslee, is the assistant secretary of aging 

and long-term support within the Aging and Disability Services Administration. He highlighted 

Washington State’s progress since Inslee convened his Aging Summit held in 2013.  

One of those successes is Washington State’s new Alzheimer’s and Dementia State Plan, a 

culmination of numerous public and private partnerships, developed within the Washington 

State Department of Social & Health Services. 

Currently, about 107,000 people in Washington have Alzheimer’s and other dementias. That 

number is expected to grow to about 275,000 by 2030 according to estimates. Unpaid family 

members provide the majority of care for these individuals. 

A panel discussion about the Plan’s working group included a particularly poignant, brief speech 

by Myriam Marquez, 68, a former lawyer in Skagit County who was diagnosed six years ago 

with Alzheimer’s disease.  

Marquez told the story of how she was driving home one day, but became lost. She said she 

knew at that moment that she had Alzheimer’s because she has a known genetic gene for the 



disease. Several members of her family also have it and her daughter, age 54, is also showing 

signs of the disease.  

Marquez, who is also a member of the state’s working group, says she is staying socially active, 

participating in policy groups on the national level, exercising regularly, taking memory 

medications, and following a Mediterranean diet. She also does aromatherapy, which she says 

has helped her stay in the early stages of the disease. 

“So many people you may know have dementia, but don’t want anyone to know….We have to 

change the stigma around dementia. Some of you may remember that the word cancer was 

never spoken out loud, but finally, it was breast cancer, and women started yelling, screaming 

and demanding a cure for cancer. We have to do that for Alzheimer’s and other dementias,” 

she said. 

The questions that come up once a person feels something is wrong, are, ‘Where is the money 

going to come from, to pay for my care?’ and ‘How long am I going to last?’ and ‘Who’s going to 

take care of me?’  

“The state plan acknowledges that we must adopt a much more comprehensive strategy to 

respond to the future…The good news is that Washington State is ahead of most states. It 

provides long term care and support but we need to reduce the stigma and create a sense of 

hope….” said Marquez. 

Speakers weren’t just touting the success of their programs. They and many others emphasized 

that there’s a lot more work to do. 

The 80th anniversary of the creation of Social Security and the 50th anniversary of the Older 

Americans Act (OAA), while groundbreaking successes at the time, are programs in need of 

serious updating.   

The 2014 budget for the OAA, for example, a program that provides essential services to help 

people age at home and provides transportation and meals, is the same as it was in 2004, said 

Cathy MacCaul, advocacy director for AARP Washington. 

Robby Stern, president of the Puget Sound Advocates for Retirement Action (PSARA), Seattle, 

pointed out the failure of President Obama to address income inequality based on gender at 

the White House Conference on Aging.  

Stern, however, praised the organizational efforts of the regional forums that were born out of 

the Conference, which have prioritized within the next ten years to raise Social Security 

benefits, expand Medicare, which currently does not cover hearing and vision and dental, and 

lower the eligible age at which one can draw benefits.  



Since seniors who receive Social Security won’t be getting an annual cost of living increase in 

2016, Stern encouraged support for U.S. Senator Elizabeth Warren’s Seniors and Veterans 

Emergency (SAVE) Benefits Act – a one-time payment equivalent to a Social Security benefit 

increase of 3.9 percent, or about $580. It would be paid for by repealing a CEO performance 

pay tax credit loophole.  

Washington State’s senators Patty Murray and Maria Cantwell have co-sponsored the Act.  

Stern says that the life expectancy gap based on socio-economic inequality has increased the 

likelihood that more and more seniors will live in poverty.   

To increase the amount that is contributed into Social Security, Stern says his organization is 

involved in an effort called, “Just Scrap the Cap,” which proposes to eliminate the income cap 

that says that anyone earning over $118,500 doesn’t have to pay into Social Security.  

“We need to eliminate that cap so that everyone pays at the same rate…With Medicare, we 

need to create more income so we can deal with the gap… by lowering the age of eligibility to 

bring in a healthier cohort, bring in more income, and increase those benefits,” said Stern, to 

loud applause.  

 

 

 

State Senator Jeannie Darneille, 27th District, has worked on many bills that would improve the 

lives of seniors. She reported on the recent Seattle meeting of The National Conference of State 

Legislators (NCSL) which highlighted a series of elder abuse awareness “best-practices” 

programs. These programs, she learned, would impose harsher penalties for financial crimes 

and provide restitution for elders who have been victimized.  

She also discussed a bill, likely to be introduced during the 2016 Legislative Session, which 

would expand the definition of mandatory reporters of elder abuse to financial institutions and 

credited Senator Steve Conway, 29th District, with being the prime sponsor for several bills 

related to seniors.  

Public education of the issues and qualified representation in support of seniors, and local 

activism goes a long way.  

“It’s never too early to inform your legislators about an issue than they may not know 

about…and it’s never too late,” said Darneille. 



Perhaps one of the most sobering workshops of the day was the one on the Washington State 

budget and revenue forecasting for 2016.  

David Schumacher, director for the Office of Financial Management provided a review of 

Washington State’s tax system as it compares to others nationwide, along with staff of the 

Washington State Budget & Policy Center. 

“We are in danger of falling backward….We need to build a better future. We must fix our 

broken tax system….and we must avoid distractions,” said Andy Nicholas, senior fiscal analyst 

for the Washington State Budget & Policy Center. The main “distraction” was a clear reference 

to Tim Eyman initiatives.  

“Our failing tax system, neither stable nor dependable, lacks transparency and is inequitable,” 

he continued. 

The Washington State Senior Citizens’ Foundation’s fall conference organizer, Walt Bowen, 

echoed Nicholas’ words, and said he has seen a real breakthrough in participants’ 

understanding of the Washington State budget and the tax system. 

“I organized the topics for this conference based on the topics of importance at the White 

House Conference on Aging. Bringing local speakers in to speak to these issues made our 

conference relevant in a comprehensive way. The day after our conference, I heard participants 

speak about it in a way I had never heard them speak before – they really understood the 

issues, especially regarding how regressive our state’s tax system is. It’s time to change our tax 

system!” said Bowen. 

To get involved, the Washington State Senior Citizens’ Foundation will hold its annual Lobby 

Day on February 25 at The United Churches of Olympia, 110 Eleventh Avenue SE. 

For more information, contact the Washington State Senior Citizens’ Foundation at 

www.wastateseniorlobby.org. 

Janine Gates is a freelance writer and photographer in Olympia, Washington. She writes an 

Olympia news blog, Little Hollywood, at www.janineslittlehollywood.blogspot.com. she is a 

longtime caregiver for seniors. 
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