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Community A1tion 

Care of the elderly -
a community health obiective 
Prosper Mihindou-Ngoma 

Delegates to the World 
Health Assembly and other 
health experts are invited to 
participate in Technical 
Discussions on a chosen 
theme of importance for 
international public health. 
This year the theme was 
"Community action for 
health", with the accent on 
the need for a dynamic 
partnership between health 
professionals and individuals 
in the community to ensure a 
focused improvement in each 
community's health status. 

ealth care services for people 
over 60 in Africa will need to 
be intensified in the next few 

years as they will number some 
420 million by 1995-7% of the total 
population of the continent. 

The traditional structures that 
once cared for the old are now in 
danger of disappearing for a number 
of reasons, including a rural exodus. 
Families have also suffered an enor
mous reduction in their financial 
capacity to provide for their elders as 
a result of the economic crisis engulf
ing the continent. It must also be 

said that most of 
the African 
countries have 
no specific 
social or med
ical policy for 
this vulnerable 
age group. 

This is the 
context in 
which, six years 
ago, the WHO 
Regional Office 
for Africa intro
duced a pro
gramme on the 

Traditional family ties are tending to break down. This throws a greater 
burden an the public services which are responsible for the welfare of the 
elderly. 

welfare of the elderly. Accordingly, it 
funded activities for the elderly in 
two countries in 1990 and 1991. 

Designated as one of the targets 
for the community health program
me, the welfare of the elderly is seen 
to depend on the utilization of their 
skills, economic independence, and 
the maintenance of physical fitness, 
mental health and social contacts. 
Stressing the community approach of 
primary health care, WHO regards 
the family as the indispensable circle 
within which older people must be 
made to feel valued and useful. 
Through dialogue with the young, 
for example, they may be able to 
pass on the cultural heritage of the 
past or teach the medicinal properties 
of certain plants. 

To keep older people in good 
mental health, communities should 
entrust them with certain tasks, such 
as looking after children, or involve 
them in activities that interest them. 
As they are often poor, this could be 
a source of income for those who are 
physically fit. Older people should 
also be encouraged to join in com
mittees to welcome visitors or vil
lage or district health committees, or 

to take part in interviews with the 
media. 

Essential health care must be 
made available to the elderly and 
special attention must be given to the 
chronic diseases that sap their health 
(for example, diabetes, high blood 
pressure, degenerative joint disease). 
Their diet and personal hygiene need 
to be matters of concern for the 
community. 

WHO'S African Member States 
are now being challenged to look for 
the means to develop domiciliary 
care, which is a much more impor
tant need for the elderly than hospital 
care. This will demand a change in 
attitudes among health workers and 
the public authorities. The former 
will have to explore a new aspect of 
their profession, while the latter must 
be brought to understand the need to 
increase their funding for this pro
gramme. • 
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