Rural Seniors’ Focus Group - Summary Results
Seniors (50+) living in the western MD have been meeting over the past nine months to develop a deeper understanding of local and regional community assets. The Western Rocky View Communities Development Society partnered with Business Development Centre West, the University of Calgary,the MD of Rocky View and the Bearspaw Lions Club to hold six focus groups in Cochrane, Bragg Creek/Redwood Meadows, Beaupre/Grand Valley, Westbrook and Bearspaw/Glendale.  They identified the need for investment in community-based infrastructure and social support for seniors such as housing, transportation, isolation, health related services, environment and preserving historical information.  

The purpose of the focus groups was:
Goal #1: To help seniors better understand their communities, by identifying the “assets” available to them.  (A ”community asset” is broadly defined as a person, physical structure or place, business, service or other accessible resource used by local residents for their personal, social, economic or cultural benefit).

Goal #2: To map these “assets” using GIS technology (Geographic Information Systems) in order to determine links on how the various assets fit together and how GIS may be helpful as a planning and information tool.

Seniors discussed and responded to the following questions:

1.  
Identify the positive reasons why you live in the western M.D.

The primary reason why people move to and live in the western MD of Rocky View is for a better lifestyle, country living and to experience a greater sense of community.  Other reasons included it’s location to nature and the mountains, recreational opportunities, peace and quiet, proximity to the city of Calgary or nearby towns and as a safe place to raise a family and access health and other resources.

2.  
How do you access information?

For the majority of seniors, word of mouth or the phone is the main form of access to information.  However, there is also a strong reliance on local newsletters and the newspapers that are available withinin the western MD (Cochrane Times, Cochrane Eagle, Rocky View/5 Village Weekly, Hitching Post…).  Bulletin boards, the internet and various community and government agencies are utilized to a lesser degree.  
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3.  
How do you think the growth in population has affected you?

Generally:

Urban sprawl has created an increase in property value, higher taxes and taking away valuable agricultural land.  There is increased pressure on the environment with heavier traffic, greater use of water,  higher use of emergency services and increasing crime.  The small town feeling is disappearing with some conflict between acreage owners and ranchers/ farmers and lack of integration of newcomers.  

There is a lack of medical facilities in most rural areas and transportation to and from medical services.  There is also a lack of affordable, accessible housing as seniors  lose their independence, mobility and have to manage on limited resources.  Awareness of isolated seniors is needed and more senior groups and centres needed where there currently aren’t any.  A concern for preseving area history was also emphasized.  

More specifically:
Transportation:
· need driving independence to live in the rural areas or people to help with driving

· increased traffic leads to wear and tear on road, littering, wreckless driving and safety

Health & Safety:
· there is a lack of medical facilities in most rural areas and transportation to and from medical services

· need 24 hour, 7 days a week medical centre or walk-in clinic

· in home nurse care is not easily available

Sense of Community/Quality of Life:

· the small town feeling disappearing

· it is hard for newcomers to be integrated

· there are stresses between acreage residents and farm/ranches

· increased crime rate and fear of safety

Isolation:
· awareness of isolated seniors is needed (however, some seniors want a measure of isolation)

· supports to isolated seniors are needed such as meals on wheels and a friendly visitor program

· seniors’ centres help with social and recreational programs 

Environment:

· urban sprawl has a huge impact on the environment & wildlife

· developers don’t know what is best for the community

· the water table is over used

· there is an increase in traffic and noise pollution from commuters

· light pollution

Housing:

· affordable, accessible housing is needed as seniors  lose their independence, mobility and find it harder to manage on limited resources

· different housing choices are needed for different levels of independence

Economic Development:

· increase in property value and in taxes

· urban sprawl is taking up valuable agricultural land -harder to farm/ranch

· the rural areas are changing and some are dying (being absorbed)

· developers don’t know what is best for the area

Communication:  

· Better communication needs to occur through greater use of the Internet  with improved education and access to computers as well as high speed access

· More inter-community cooperation and collaboration could occur for seniors

· A rural seniors directory could help with getting information

Historical preservation:

· need to preseve area history – seniors are the keeper of the info.

4.  What is missing in your community?

· Services that help seniors remain independent in their own communities longer

· Support services like home care, transportation, house cleaning

· More local based garbage dump and expanded recycling depot

· Health care facilities and services

· Community spirit

· Emergency response can’t  always find rural addresses

· More social and recreational events 

· Increased police presence / speed control

· Better communication access for cell phones and internet (dial up too slow)

· Greater use of the wealth of knowledge and experience of seniors            

ANALYSIS:

Of the 73 seniors who attended these focus groups, 25 were men and 48 were women.  The average number of years these residents had lived in their respective areas was 31 years.  Each area reflected similarities in their answers but  each community was also very unique.

The more built-up areas near urban centres like Cochrane, Bearspaw, Bragg Creek/Redwood Meadows and Springbank saw medical and transportation issues as top.  Whereas, Beaupre and Westbrook areas were concerned about the environment and isolation as well as access to services.  

Goal #1: In response to the goal of helping seniors better understand the resources in their communities, 58% indicated they had.  Of the remaining seniors, 35% stated they were neutral because they either knew about these resources already and it was not new information or they were ambivalent.  7% indicated they did not gain new understanding.

Goal #2: In response to the goal to map community  “assets” using GIS technology and to use GIS as an informaiton and planning tool, it was realized that 24 % of seniors in the focus groups said they have access to a computer but only 58% of those used the computer periodically to frequently.  This would suggest that greater computer use would need to be encouraged to access GIS technology.  Further issues of where and how GIS data would be collected, updated, stored and displayed would need to be addresssed before this goal would be realized.  In the meantimie, any data collected would be presented in written format in order for all parties to access.  
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SOLUTIONS:  Possible solutions to issues raised during the focus groups were explored with the Lions Bearspaw group on July 13, 2005.  Key concerns to begin addressing include health, transportation, housing, identifying isolated seniors, home support, recreation and partnership development and collaboration with other communities.  The possible mechanism to address these issues was discussed as a Rural Seniors’ Planning Council which would have represenation from seniors throughout the western MD and who could begin to focus on solutions to the identified issues.







In addition to the Rural Seniors Planning Council, a Rural Seniors Conference is being proposed for the spring of 2006  to  provide seniors in the western Rocky View area with follow-up to the focus group discussions, further information about resources and services, opportunities to share skills and talents and presentation of the Seniors Planning Council model.  
CONCLUSION: With the “baby boomers” entering their senior years, there is urgency in identifying ways to better help rural seniors remain independent, healthy and vital.    The focus groups provided an excellent opportunity to begin to explore current issues and concerns for rural seniors, to identify the strengths, “assets”, of each community, to identify gaps in services and finally to begin to identify solutions to those gaps.  The power of this model will be  that it is seniors driven rather than service-provider driven and will build on what is in the community rather then what is not in the community. 
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Survey

		Results: Seniors GIS Focus Group Evaluations from All Areas

				Total Score				Westbrook		Beaupre		Bragg Creek
Redwood Meadows		Bearspaw

		Question 1: I can identify the positive reasons for living in my community:

		Strongly Agree		16				4				8		4

		Agree		16				7				4		5

		Neutral		3								1		2

		Disagree		2								1		1

		Strongly Disagree		0										0

		Question 2: I know more about community resources/assets for seniors:

		Strongly Agree		3				1		0		1		1

		Agree		24				8		6		4		6

		Neutral		16				3		2		7		4

		Disagree		3						1		1		1

		Strongly Disagree		0						0				0

		Question 3:I can identify how community growth has impacted me:

		Strongly Agree		4				1						3

		Agree		19				7				7		5

		Neutral		11				4				4		3

		Disagree		1										1

		Strongly Disagree		1								1		0

		Question 4:I have greater awareness of the way GIS can be used as a tool to display information spatially and on a map:

		Strongly Agree		14				4		2		3		5

		Agree		22				5		6		5		6

		Neutral		8				3		0		4		1

		Disagree		2						0		2		0

		Strongly Disagree		0						0				0

		Question 5:I can see the benefits to using GIS as one tool in community planning and development:

		Yes, completely		21				7		3		4		7

		Yes, to some extent		22				5		5		8		4

		No		1						0		1		0

		I could see the benefit before this focus group		3						1		1		1

		Question 6:I get most information about my community and it's services/programs from:

		Local newsletter		29				4		6		10		9

		Word of mouth		22				4		3		6		9

		Newspaper		14				5		3		4		2

		Other		0						0				0

		Question 7:I have access to a computer:

		Yes		32				9		5		8		10

		No		10				3		4		2		1

		Question 8:I use a computer:

		Never		11				4		4		1		2

		Rarely		7				4		1		2

		Periodically		11				3		3		3		2

		Frequently		14				1		1		5		7

		Question 9:I use a computer primarily for (you may check more than one):

		Email and Communication		26				6		4		6		10

		News and Information		7				1		1		3		2

		Searching the Web		19				5		1		5		8

		Banking and Business		14				4		4		3		3

		Other (explain)		3						0		2		1

		Question 10:I would like to be kept informed about the progress/results of this project:

		No		11				1		1		7		2

		Yes		28				9		4		7		8

		Question 11: Other Questions:

		Other		0
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Survey

		Results: Seniors GIS Focus Group Evaluations from All Areas

				Total Score				Westbrook		Beaupre		Bragg Creek
Redwood Meadows		Bearspaw

		Question 1: I can identify the positive reasons for living in my community:

		Strongly Agree		16				4				8		4

		Agree		16				7				4		5

		Neutral		3								1		2

		Disagree		2								1		1

		Strongly Disagree		0										0

		Question 2: I know more about community resources/assets for seniors:

		Strongly Agree		3				1		0		1		1

		Agree		24				8		6		4		6

		Neutral		16				3		2		7		4

		Disagree		3						1		1		1

		Strongly Disagree		0						0				0

		Question 3:I can identify how community growth has impacted me:

		Strongly Agree		4				1						3

		Agree		19				7				7		5

		Neutral		11				4				4		3

		Disagree		1										1

		Strongly Disagree		1								1		0

		Question 4:I have greater awareness of the way GIS can be used as a tool to display information spatially and on a map:

		Strongly Agree		14				4		2		3		5

		Agree		22				5		6		5		6

		Neutral		8				3		0		4		1

		Disagree		2						0		2		0

		Strongly Disagree		0						0				0

		Question 5:I can see the benefits to using GIS as one tool in community planning and development:

		Yes, completely		21				7		3		4		7

		Yes, to some extent		22				5		5		8		4

		No		1						0		1		0

		I could see the benefit before this focus group		3						1		1		1

		Question 6:I get most information about my community and it's services/programs from:

		Local newsletter		29				4		6		10		9

		Word of mouth		22				4		3		6		9

		Newspaper		14				5		3		4		2

		Other		0						0				0

		Question 7:I have access to a computer:

		Yes		32				9		5		8		10

		No		10				3		4		2		1

		Question 8:I use a computer:

		Never		11				4		4		1		2

		Rarely		7				4		1		2

		Periodically		11				3		3		3		2

		Frequently		14				1		1		5		7

		Question 9:I use a computer primarily for (you may check more than one):

		Email and Communication		26				6		4		6		10

		News and Information		7				1		1		3		2

		Searching the Web		19				5		1		5		8

		Banking and Business		14				4		4		3		3

		Other (explain)		3						0		2		1

		Question 10:I would like to be kept informed about the progress/results of this project:

		No		11				1		1		7		2

		Yes		28				9		4		7		8

		Question 11: Other Questions:

		Other		0
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