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Article Text: 

Gregg Gibbons spent over 30 years building houses. But when his in-laws encountered problems living in their Virginia homes, the developer started doubting his trade. 

Gibbons had an epiphany after his mother-in-law fell and broke her hip in a ranch-style house. She had moved into that home thinking it would be more accommodating than her former colonial-style house. 

"Then I finally figured out I've been doing it wrong all these years," said Gibbons. 

By "wrong" Gibbons means building in a way that does not take into account homeowners' aging. After his mother-in-law's fall, Gibbons started researching better building practices that could be more accommodating to seniors and children. 

"It's the environment that is wrong, not the person. We all age," said Gibbons. 

A growing number of developers and remodelers are reaching the same conclusion as the nation's baby boomers -- Americans born between 1946 and 1! 964 -- approach retirement age. The Buffalo Branch of the Federal Reserve Bank of New York recently predicted an "age-in-place" crisis in upstate. 

Gibbons in 2005 established Lifetime Home Builders. That Scotia development firm specializes in building "universal design homes," which feature no-step entrances, wide doorways and easy-to-open lever door handles. 

In Glenville, Liftetime is constructing its first model universal home on a two-acre plot on Wagner Road. Gibbons last week poured the house's concrete walls, which make the house, aside from its furnishings, fireproof. 

Given that 80 percent of upstate senior homeowners have been living in the same house for over 20 years, the Fed warned that much of New York's housing stock is "ill-suited" for life beyond 65. That is because the expansive lawns and staircases homeowners once coveted might soon increasingly resemble the Great Plains and Mount Everest. 

"Most seniors bought their h! omes as young or middle-aged adults. But housing characteristics once valued, such as a big house and yard for raising a family, can turn into impediments as homeowners grow older and begin to experience physical and mental changes," Fed Buffalo Branch Regional Analyst Jane Humphreys said in a late-October report. 

More than 80 percent of Americans age 50 and older want to continue living in their homes as long as possible, even if they must hire aides to do so, according to an AARP survey. With the number of Americans aged 65 and older projected to more than double to 71 million in 2030 from 35 million in 2000, demand for age-in-place services is expected to surge. 

getting head start 

"I have a lot invested in this home. I intend to stay here as long as possible," said Beverly Korff, a 57-year-old Ballston Spa resident. 

Korff has lived in her one-story brick ranch on Raymond Road for 23 years. In 1999, she started taking steps that allow her to age in place. 

Korff, who has bad knees, hired Burnt! Hills remodeler Schrader & Co. to relocate her basement laundry room to the house's main floor. Schrader on Tuesday started another age-in-place project: a redesign of Korff's bathroom, which will be fitted with a seated tub, grab bars and ambient lighting. 

"She's thinking ahead. She's thinking down the line. She's what we want people to start thinking about," said Ben Cangeleri, Schrader's vice president and production operations scheduler. 

Seniors living in urban areas are highly likely to encounter age-in-place problems. That is because they tend to live in multi-story structures, lack cars and have lower incomes and home values, Humphreys said. 

Only 25 percent of Albany's residential homes are single-story, compared with 45 percent in both the city's suburbs. Fifty-one percent of the homes owned by city residents over 65 were built before 1940, compared with 26 percent in the inner suburbs and 33 percent in the outer suburbs, accordin! g to a Fed analysis. 

Albany's inner suburbs include Bethlehe m, Colonie, Cohoes, Green Island, Guilderland and Watervliet. Its outer suburbs include Berne, Knox, New Scotland, Rensselaerville and Westerlo. 

"[Age-in-place remodeling] is not necessarily new. It's definitely going to continue at a stronger level," said Pam Krison, executive director of the Capital Region Builders & Remodelers Association, an Albany trade organization. 

Less than half of the nation's communities are prepared for the wave of retiring boomers. And only 16 percent of seniors have made the necessary modifications that would allow them to continue living in their homes, the National Association of Home Builders reported earlier this month. 

The Fed said local governments and community groups will face significant health care, transportation and accessible housing challenges in trying to meet seniors' age-in-place demands. Those demands will also create new business opportunities, such as specialized renovation services and Gibbo! ns' universal homes. 

"I'm hoping in our area we could take advantage of it, instead of sending them to nursing homes," said Gibbons. 

The NAHB recognized that opportunity in 2002, when it established a Certified Aging in Place Specialist Program in partnership with its NAHB Research Center, NAHB 50+ Housing Council and the AARP. By September, 1,141 remodelers had completed the Washington, D.C., trade organization's CAPS program -- representing a handful of its total membership. 

The CRBRA three years ago started offering NAHB-backed CAPS classes, but less than 20 builders and remodelers have participated in them. Schrader's two owners underwent CAPS training in 2003, followed by two more workers last year and one this year. 

Co-ops forming 

State Office for the Aging Director Michael Burgess said seniors must look beyond remodelers if they want to age in place. 

Seniors should also look to each other for help, Burgess s! aid, such as a 23-year-old senior community outside Utica that did ear lier this year when its residents formed a cooperative-like organization. The Sunset Neighborhood co-op in New Hartford secures transportation, personal care, home maintenance and other services for the community's 65-and-older residents. 

Burgess said the Sunset Neighborhood model could work in the Capital Region. In September, the Albany Guardian Society and CareGivers Consortium of Northeastern New York hosted an innovative senior care conference at the Desmond Hotel and Convention Center in Colonie. An official from Boston's Beacon Hill Village -- a leader in senior community co-op movement -- spoke at the event. 

"It's a grass-roots thing. That's what I like. It's neighborhoods not waiting for us to come along with a program," Burgess said of Sunset Neighborhood -- the first organization of its kind in the state. The Aging Office might provide technical assistance in establishing similar co-ops. 

To further enable seniors to age in place, the ! state wants to help more seniors tap into their homes' equity for sources of income. Burgess said the state is exploring ways to make reverse mortgages more affordable and easier to access. 

Reverse mortgages, which Congress in 1988 authorized for Americans at least 62 years old, allow seniors to receive loans that do not have to be repaid until they move out of the house. 

Seniors often take out reverse mortgages because they are in dire need of funds or they want to enhance their retirements. But that more comfortable living could come at the price of seniors sacrificing their ability to give their homes to their children. The sale of the property goes toward paying off loans issued under the reverse mortgage. 

Some of that equity-based funding could go toward age-in-place projects. 

"People are saying they want to stay in their homes. . . . People are going to have to make some changes, and that should be a boon for the construction tr! ades and remodelers," said Humphreys. 

Reach Gazette reporter James Schlett at 395-3040 or jschlett@dailygazette.net 

Memo:
Albany County's age-in-place landscape 

Population characteristics 

* Distribution of county residents 65 and older 

City of Albany: 30% 

Inner suburbs: 62% 

Outer suburbs: 8% 

* Owner-occupied householders 65 and older who live with others 

City of Albany: 59% 

Inner suburbs: 62% 

Outer suburbs: 65% 

Housing characteristics 

* Single-story homes out of all residential homes 

City of Albany: 25% 

Inner suburbs: 45% 

Outer suburbs: 45% 

* Homes built before 1940 owned or occupied by housholders 65 and older 

City of Albany: 51% 

Inner suburbs: 26% 

Outer suburbs: 33% 

Inner suburbs include Bethlehem, Colonie, Cohoes, Green Island, Guilderland and Watervliet. 

Outer suburbs include Berne, Knox, New Scotland, Rensselaerville and Westerlo. 

Population and housing data provided by the Buffalo Branch of the Federal Reseve Bank 

'Most seniors bought their homes as ! young or middle-aged adults. But housing characteristics once valued, such as a big house and yard for raising a family, can turn into impediments as homeowners grow older.' 

Jane Humphreys 

Fed Buffalo Branch regional analyst 
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