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WRITTEN STATEMENT OF LAURA SOUSA,
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, WHALER’S COVE ASSISTED LIVING
IN SUPPORT of SB 474/ HB 791 An Act Relative to Assisted Living and the Frail Elder Waiver

Thank you for allowing me the opportunity to provide written testimony in support of Senate Bill 474/ House Bill 791. My name is Laura Sousa, and I am the Executive Director of Whaler’s Cove Assisted Living in New Bedford, MA. Whaler’s Cove Assisted Living is one of the largest, if not the largest, Group Adult Foster Care (GAFC) providers in the Commonwealth.  As such, we have the responsibility to provide a safe and comfortable place of residence, and regular personal care and medication management (if applicable) to those who cannot afford private pay rates, which is what most assisted living communities offer.  

We have believed in and maintained credentialing for the GAFC program since its inception.  Our community will reach its 23rd year of operation in November of this year.  We continue to see the challenges applicants face in qualifying for the GAFC program due to financial ineligibility.  The income limit for an individual or married couple has gone up marginally for years and it always appears to be in line with the cost-of-living adjustment (COLA) the state issues Social Security recipients.  This means that if you are over-income now, you will likely always be over-income in the years to come because the COLA and GAFC income limits go up in tandem.  We have had to turn away hundreds, if not thousands, of applicants in our time as the only assisted living community in New Bedford, MA.  We are located in an urban area with many low-income individuals.  We see many nationalities and at varying levels of family involvement.  We could be helping so many more individuals if we could see a sweeping adjustment of the GAFC income limits or have the ability to transition someone into the community who has been approved for the Frail Elder Waiver through Home & Community Based Services.  

In years past, we saw individuals expelled from the program due to the death of a current or former spouse (even if divorced).  Once the automatic adjustment to the individual’s income takes place and the resident no longer meets the GAFC guidelines,  they cannot rely on a Frail Elder Waiver to keep them in assisted living in Massachusetts, as they would in other states.  With the recent passing of the Social Security Fairness Act, the likelihood of this happening more frequently has risen.  There are two individuals in our community right now who have been negatively impacted and are trying to find ways to fund their healthcare and housing without having to leave this setting.  We have seen several of these individuals have to move in with family or to a nursing home in these instances—simply because the Frail Elder Waiver is not accepted in Massachusetts. 

The alternatives to assisted living for elders and those living with disabilities are to live in their own apartment/home with a relative or move to a nursing home.  Living at home or with a relative is not always the safest or most practical option.  Many struggle to have personal care attendants come to the home regularly and when they do, they are restricted by the number of hours of support per day.  

Others are unable to have them come at the desired time of day, and they are always left alone overnight.  They are limited in their options for medication management and emergency response.  Isolation is another factor that many elders and those living with disabilities face when not in an assisted living environment.  They may be able to access an adult day health program, but transportation and attendance restrictions due to insurance coverage cause issues for many.  Anyone not able to navigate their care management in the community setting must then look into nursing home placement, often far sooner than anticipated.  With nursing homes still feeling the admission and staffing struggles post-COVID, the availability to apply, become approved, and transition directly into a nursing home has proven to be almost impossible.  What are the elders and those living with disabilities to do?  Remain in an unsafe and often isolated living arrangement that is not meeting their needs.

Elders are also grappling with the shortages of primary care in the community at large.  We have found that it is easier to partner with in-home primary care provider services so that the residents do not have to leave their home to receive such attention.  This has reduced the use of transportation, often paid for by insurance, and lessens the stress that residents feel when having to navigate a medical appointment alone. 

We all know that the daily cost of nursing home care is between $300-500 per day.  The daily rate for GAFC is $50.00 per day and the quality of care and comfort afforded to those in assisted living far exceeds what is provided at nursing homes.  Any survey would show that elderly people and those living with disabilities would opt to stay in their homes as long as it is safe and practical but, if given the opportunity, would rather transition to an assisted living community than a nursing home.  Allowing the Frail Elder Waiver to be accepted in assisted living communities would lessen the state’s Medicaid expense and allow for people to be cared for in the least restrictive environment for as long as possible.

I, along with the staff at Whaler’s Cove, implore the Joint Committee on Elder Affairs to consider this testimony, in conjunction with the testimony of others in support of the Frail Elder Waiver acceptance in assisted living residences statewide.  We know that it would open doors for people who would have traditionally been denied due to financial ineligibility for the GAFC program and the private pay program.  We feel the health and welfare of many elders and those living with disabilities could be improved simply by allowing this program to work in conjunction, not opposition, with assisted living communities.

Any questions, please email:  lsousa@whalerscove-assistedliving.com. 
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www.WhalersCove-AssistedLiving.com
We do not discriminate against any person because of race, color, religion, sex, 
sexual orientation, handicap, familial status, or national origin.
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