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In ter n a tio n a l  Y e a r  o f  t h e  
O l d e r  P e r s o n s

Wh a t does it m ean  'to  grow  
old gracefully?' I consulted 
the Oxford D ictionary -  
pleasing, attractive espe
cially in  form , m ovem ent or action". 
M ay I suggest postu re , m ovem ent 

an d  function  as m ore app ropria te . 
This defin ition  w ill su rely  m ake 
every  p h y sio th erap is t sit u p  and  
think! You w ill po nd er no t only from  
a professional po in t of v iew  b u t also 
from  a personal po in t of view, for if 
it does n o t app ly  to you  now, you 
will surely be 'the re ' one day. H ow  
can a person  be graceful if they are 
bent, stiff an d  in  pain?

The papers p resen ted  in  this jour
nal cover m ost areas affecting the 
aging process. C u ltu ral issues w here 
different attitudes to aging are po s
tulated, as w ell as psychosocial issues 
w ill p rov ide insigh t in to how  people 
react to different situations. You will 
read  about how  all the system s of 
the body  change as one gets older. 
Included  m ust be the senses, espe
cially hearing  seeing an d  feeling. A 
com m enta to r covering  th e  tenn is 
cham pionships at W im bledon con
firm ed this for m e by  stating  th a t a 
35-year old p layer w ould  now  be 
entering  the veteran  age.

R etirem en t often  resu lts  in  a 
change in  lifestyle and  there m aybe 
a loss or d im in ished  income. This 
m ay result in  a loss of confidence and 
self-esteem  and  depression, w hich is 
n o t uncom m on in  aging. O n the

other han d  m otivated  ind iv iduals 
m ay em bark on a new  career o r have 
the tim e to p u rsue neglected hobbies.

In the developed w orld  people are 
often forced to retire early and  the 
popu la tion  over 65 is grow ing at a 
rate of 2.5% per year. H ow ever, the 
em ergence of HIV / AIDS an d  its 
rap id  proliferation will have a p ro 
found  effect on these statistics. The 
U nited N ations Program  on  H IV / 
AIDS and  W H O  reported  6 m illion 
new  HIV infections in  1998. In  sub 
Sahara Africa alone there w ere 5 500 
deaths from  AIDS every day. They 
reported  20% - 25% prevalence in 
HIV in four of these countries reduc
ing life expectancy by as m uch  as 17 
years. A local new spaper reported  a 
d rop  in  the life expectancy from  64 
years to 47 years in  Z im babw e. The 
im pact of AIDS has been  described 
as 'th e  greatest crises in  the recorded 
h isto ry  of A frica '. W h at are the 
im plications of this statem ent?

G randparen ts w ill have to care for 
the term inally  ill at the sam e tim e as 
looking after th e ir g randchildren . 
G overnm ent policy of changing the 
em phasis of health  care from  tertiary 
care to p rim ary  health  care has now  
becom e a reality. Physio therapists 
w ho have continually resolved to 
becom e m ore com m unity  orien tated  
in  p rim ary  health  care have no a lter
native b u t to act now  as posts in  te r
tiary hospitals becom e frozen. It is 
in  their ow n hom es th a t the term i

nally ill pa tien t an d  their families 
and  caregivers w ill need  gu idance 
and  su p p o rt from  the professionals.

G eneralizations about the charac
teristics of any age group  m ust be 
m ade w ith  caution. We know  well 
th a t every h u m an  being  is different. 
I quote from  D r Eales' p ap er 'The fact 
is that the longer we live the more differ
ent from each other we become because 
our life experiences are different."

We have m uch to learn  from  the 
older m em bers of society if w e choose 
to listen.
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