
B y  K a r e n  C .  B u c k

F orty thousand miles, four countries and seven meetings with 
leaders in law, government and aging. In winter 2016, I had 
the extraordinary opportunity to learn and share best practices 
in access to justice and elder justice in far corners of the 

world: Iceland, Japan, Australia and New Zealand. The Independence 
Foundation, outstanding supporters and partners of the Philadelphia 
legal aid community, selected me to receive a Senior Public Interest 
Attorney Fellowship, presented to an attorney who has dedicated 
a minimum of 10 years of full-time consecutive service in public 
interest law. The Foundation recognizes that fighting poverty and 
working for justice for vulnerable populations in the often underpaid, 
understaffed nonprofit world takes its toll.  About to celebrate my 
second decade of leading SeniorLAW Center, Pennsylvania’s only 
public interest law center focused on protecting the legal rights of 
elders, I was the fortunate 2016 recipient. 
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Today, approximately 12 percent of the world’s population 
-- roughly 868 million people -- are at least 60 years old. 
By 2050, more than 25 percent of all Americans and more 
than 2 billion people around the globe will be senior. Per the 
U.N., population aging “is poised to become one of the most 
significant social transformations of the 21st century, with 
implications for nearly all sectors of society, including labour 
and financial markets, the demand for goods and services, 
such as housing, transportation and social protection, as well 
as family structures and intergenerational ties.” Aging is 
changing the world.
For two months my focus was travel, writing and interacting 

with professionals, seniors and families in several of the 
best countries to grow old in, based in part on HelpAge 
International’s Global AgeWatch Index, which ranks the social 
and economic well-being of older residents in 96 countries. 
Each country is rated on four aging factors: supporting income 
security, fostering good health, employment and education, 
and the overall environment for older residents. Although 
the U.S. recently ranked as the ninth best country for aging, 
poverty continues to be a major concern for older Americans, 
as is the civil justice crisis, lack of legal representation and 
information, inadequate supply of affordable housing, and the 
health and legal crisis of elder abuse.  
My husband Anthony, an accomplished photographer, joined 

me on this journey, exploring without guides or travel agents, 
staying in Airbnb private homes and flats. We drove thousands 
of kilometers through country, city and mountain roads, saw 
volcanoes, geysers, craters, canyons, mountains, tropical 
forests, waterfalls, vineyards, harbours, rainbows, and black, 
burnished gold, and pure white beaches. In every country, we 
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met inspiring and welcoming colleagues, made new friends, 
and learned much about justice, poverty and aging. 

ICELAND

 Iceland (Islands) is a magical winter wonder of nature, ice, 
snow and light. With a total population of 330,000, Iceland 
is the smallest country we visited, and the smallest of those 
identified as the best countries for aging well.  One can drive 
the entire Ring Road, which circles the island, in 15 hours, if 
weather permits.  
Guðríður Þorsteinsdóttir, director general, Department of 

Co-ordination and Development, Ministry of Welfare in 
Reykjavík, met me in an elegant office overlooking the harbor 
of Iceland’s capital.  (Icelandic last names are a combination 
of the father or mother’s name and “son” or “daughter.”) One 
of the first woman lawyers in Iceland, Guðríður was nearing 
70, the mandatory “half-retirement” age for government 
workers. Guðríður shared newly published materials and 
research about aging, income supports, health care and long-
term care, caregiving, and emerging concerns about financial 
exploitation. Poverty for Icelandic elders is just 1.6 percent 
(the second lowest in the world) due primarily to the fact 
that those 65 plus receive a pension tied for the highest in 
the world. In the U.S. approximately 1 in 10 seniors live in 
poverty. Poverty rates rise with age, are higher for women 
than men, and higher for Hispanics (3-times higher) and 
African Americans (2.5-times higher) than for whites. Almost 
20 percent of older Philadelphians live in poverty and almost 
50 percent live just above.  Elder financial exploitation is a 
relatively new phenomenon in Iceland, but emerging; here at 
home, it is a $3.9 billion plus crisis for older Americans and 

their families, with estimates that only 1 in 44 victims reports.   
Why is Iceland an excellent country to age well? Ninety-

five percent of Icelandic seniors express satisfaction with 
the freedom of choice in their lives. Icelandic seniors often 
work well into their elderly years: at 70, Guðríður would only 
reduce her hours; she would not retire. Long-term care is good 
and egalitarian:  a government minister could be the neighbor 
of a rural fisherman in an Icelandic care home. Senior housing 
was found in intergenerational neighborhoods, not isolated 
in far corners of a community. Focused senior legal services 
were uncommon.  The breadth of our work at SeniorLAW 
Center won praise, from our housing and abuse projects to 
our statewide HelpLine and pro bono programs. We discussed 
possibly developing a Project S.A.F.E., our premiere elder 
abuse program, in Reykjavik.
Iceland in the winter, with just 4-5 hours of lavender light 

each day, is uncrowded and extraordinary. 
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JAPAN  

Arriving in wild, metropolitan and wintry Tokyo was a 
dramatic transition from the beautiful natural wilds and 
peacefulness of Iceland. We stayed in Shibuya, one of the most 
vibrant and colorful neighborhoods of Tokyo, full of fashion, 
neon, crowds and restaurants on every corner. In Yoyogi 
Park, a green oasis full of families and groups picnicking and 
dancing, a local church distributed food to the hungry. Most in 
line were Japanese seniors.  
A young interpreter accompanied me to the Shinagawa Adult 

Guardianship and Advocacy Center, a nonprofit in a quiet 
Tokyo neighborhood, their offices encased with welcome 
signs and Japanese and American flags. Three directors and 
their teams joined us to discuss guardianship (Japan’s is 
based on the German system but facing challenges in meeting 
demand and providing oversight, a similar problem we face 
in the U.S.), care needs of growing numbers of seniors (Japan 
is facing an elder crisis as almost a third of its population is 

senior, the most in the world, expected to rise to 42.7 percent 
by 2050), and elder isolation (families in Japan are dispersing 
for economic reasons, and growing numbers of seniors are left 
isolated, a phenomenon common in the U.S., often referred 
to as the “unbefriended elderly”). The Shinagawa Center 
steps in to assist, with a volunteer program, including many 
volunteers who are seniors themselves, to provide advocacy 
and decisionmaking. Following a two-hour meeting, the 
director invited their full staff to join for a lunch of eel and 
rice in my honor.
At Japan’s Ministry of Health, Law and Welfare, Director T. 

Ando and neurologist Dr. Yoshiki Niimi, leaders and experts 
in Japan on aging, elder abuse and dementia, welcomed me. 
They shared new research, statistics and initiatives to combat 
elder abuse, which, compared to the U.S., is nominal in 
number, but expected to continue to rise as Japan is aging at 
a pace unparalleled in other countries.  They were shocked to 
learn of the expansiveness of elder abuse in the U.S. (at least 

The author with the Shinagawa Adult Guardianship Center in 
Tokyo, Japan.

The author with members of the Ministry for Social Development, 
Office for Seniors, Wellington, New Zealand.

The author with members of the Japan Federation of Bar 
Associations in Tokyo, Japan.
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5 million victims, with dramatic underreporting) and that the 
most common abuser of elders are family members.  
The executive director of the Japan Federation of Bar 

Associations welcomed me to a gathering of private and public 
interest attorneys, including a legal aid attorney representing 
poor seniors who Skyped in from rural Japan. “There is senior 
poverty in Japan,” legal aid attorney Toshihiko Mizushima, 
told me. “I see it every day.” While senior poverty in Japan 
is still quite low and Japanese elders are the healthiest in 
the world, senior poverty and attendant legal problems are 
on the rise. The bar association sponsors Toshihiko and 
his legal aid work for seniors, and has a strong ethic of pro 
bono and access to justice. “The foundation for our work is 
justice,” said its executive director. Pennsylvania’s court-
based projects, including the Pennsylvania Supreme Court’s 
multi-disciplinary elder justice initiatives and new office of 
Elder Justice and the Courts, were of special interest to these 
attorneys.  
We left Japan filled with its treasured values of peace, 

tranquility and beauty in all things.
AUSTRALIA 

In Sydney’s Law Society of New South Wales, Professor 
of Law Sue Field, expert in law and aging, shared her recent 
testimony before parliament on legislative protections for 
elder abuse victims, recent publicity in the Sun Guardian on 

“Inheritance Impatience” and financial exploitation, and best 
practices in responding to “granny flats” and Australian senior 
homelessness. As we do at SeniorLAW Center, Sue trains law 
students to be the next generation of advocates to protect the 
rights of Aussie seniors. Poverty is real for older Aussies: 
more than one-third of their “pensioners” are living below the 
poverty line, among the worst in the world for the financial 
security of older people. 

NEW ZEALAND

The harbor capital of Wellington is home to a host of vibrant 
senior services and advocacy, with a clearly articulated mission 
of justice. Leaders and staff of the Ministry for Development, 
Office of Senior Citizens embraced the new term of “elder 
justice,” recorded an interview with me that soon appeared on 
their website, and were keen to learn how we use the law to 
protect elders’ rights. They have extensive strategic goals for 
NZ seniors, support and advocacy programs and tools, and 
commitment to “a society free of prejudice and discrimination 
against older people that captures the wisdom and experience 
that only age can bring, and uses this rich resource to build 
stronger communities in the future.”  Inclusion and “positive 
ageing” are core values.  This approach is one we can learn 
much from in the U.S., where we continue to often isolate 
elders, particularly as they need care, aging is more often 
seen as a negative time of life than a positive one, paternalism 

We left Japan filled with its treasured values of peace, 
tranquility and beauty in all things.
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endures, and the needs and problems of older people are 
highlighted more than their rich contributions, past, present 
and future.  
Meeting with the leaders of Age Concern was like coming 

home: nonprofit leaders enraged at injustice, struggling for 
resources to do their essential work, zealous and passionate 
about changing the world.  Abuse, neglect and isolation are 
significant problems for NZ elders as they are in the U.S. Age 
Concern addresses these issues strategically and effectively 
with programs to secure housing, fight elder abuse and 
exploitation and value ageing. In a recent report by this title, 
they demonstrate how “[e]very aspect of New Zealand life is 
greatly enriched by the active involvement of those over 65.”  
While they have no wholly-focused senior legal aid programs, 
they were inspired to learn about ours and are eager to launch 
their own. Their vision: “Older people live a valued life in an 
inclusive society.” Bravo! 

Lessons learned: We in Philadelphia are on the cutting edge 
in access to justice for our elders, although as Philadelphians 
and Americans we can and should do much more to recognize 
and respond to senior poverty, isolation and abuse. Many 
colleagues expressed the interest in developing a SeniorLAW 
Center for their elders -- we hope to explore potential 
collaborative funding and research opportunities with these 
new vibrant partners abroad. How inspiring to have colleagues 
across the globe working on common issues of justice.
Elder exploitation and neglect occurs throughout the world, 

as well as at our doorsteps. No country is immune from senior 
poverty or abuse, no matter how wealthy, homogenous or 
historically elder-revering. Our elders deserve better. As 
global citizens, we must take notice and take action.  

Karen C. Buck (KBuck@SeniorLAWCenter.org) is the executive 
director of SeniorLAWCenter.

The author with members of Age Concern, advocates for seniors, 
Wellington, New Zealand.


