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PART 8 OF 14: 
The science 
of aging

“People are talking about the quality of life of seniors, 
of ‘active life expectancy’ rather than just the numbers 
or on living to 95 years old. That active phase is growing 
in Canada.”   — Dr. Roger Wong
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ACTIVITY: 
A GREAT 

MEDICINE

The stereotype of addled 
seniors is pervasive, but 
untrue. Age-related forget-
fulness and memory loss is 
not universal. In some cases 
senility can be prevented or 
reversed. The key? Vitamin B.

Scientists at Tufts University’s 
Human Nutrition Research Cen-
tre on Aging found deficiencies 
in B6 and B12, required for nor-
mal brain functioning, could lead 
to forgetfulness, irritability and 
even depression. Some scientists 
think certain cases of dementia 
are misdiagnosed B12 deficien-
cies. An Israeli study found up to 
16 per cent of dementia patients 
were just deficient in B12. The 
best defence? Take a daily 
multi-vitamin with B vitamins 
and eat a varied diet rich in 
B vitamins, including eggs, meat, 
fish, milk and dairy products.

Old age means senility

Physical 
and mental 

exercise, 
a strong 

connection 
with society 

and having a 
sense of 

purpose can 
powerfully 

counter 
the effects 

of aging

Few people think of a senior 
citizen making supper as an 
Olympic event. But due to the 
effects of aging, many seniors 
have to perform at elite-ath-

lete levels, straining at 80 to 100 per 
cent of their ability just to do simple 
household tasks.

All over the Okanagan, these would-be 
senior athletes are being studied, wear-
ing wires and electrodes as they putter 
about the house or a lab as part of a Uni-
versity of B.C. research project into frailty 
and how muscles function as we age. 

“This is why many older adults require 
home or assisted care, because these 
types of activities become too challeng-
ing, not because of chronic disease, but 
just lost physiological capacity,” explains 
UBC Okanagan assistant Prof. Gareth 
Jones of the Healthy Exercise and Aging 
Lab in the Institute for Healthy Living 
and Chronic Disease Prevention.

“But we can retrain that capacity. It’s 
not lost forever,” Jones added.

 !

According to his research, the older you 
are, the faster your muscles tire, with few-
er rests, leading to increased fatigue. Exer-
cise can help, but 60 to 90 minutes of vig-
orous activity daily is what’s needed for 
seniors to remain independent. In other 
words, exercise is medicine for aging. 

Research such as this in the fields of 
gerontology and geriatrics is a hot top-
ic, with good reason. By 2026, one out 
of every five Canadians will be over 65, 
according to the Canadian Institute of 
Health Research’s Institute on Aging. 
More than a million Canadians are over 
80 years old, and that number is grow-
ing, according to the Canadian Geriat-
rics Society. In B.C., nearly one in sev-
en residents is over 65, and in 20 years 
that figure will more than double to one 
in four. As residents live longer — life 
expectancy in B.C. has risen from 60 in 
1922 to 81 in 2007— they also want to 
know how to live better.

Experts advise that lifespans are most-
ly determined by simple genetics, nutri-
tion and exercise. “We know that people 

are living longer. And lifespan is due to 
a combination of genetic and acquired 
factors that include environmental fac-
tors and illnesses and disease,” said Dr. 
Roger Wong, a clinical associate profes-
sor of geriatric medicine at UBC.

Wong says many researchers are looking 
for ways for seniors to squeeze the most 
out of their years, rather than trying to 
push human life expectancy to the limit.

“People are talking about the quality of 
life of seniors, of ‘active life expectancy,’ 
rather than just the numbers or on living 
to 95 years old. That active phase is grow-
ing in Canada,” said Wong, the president 
of the Canadian Geriatrics Society. 

A new Canadian study hopes to unlock 
clues to help seniors thrive. In 2008 the 
Canadian Longitudinal Study on Aging 
was launched with the aim of following 
50,000 citizens aged 45 to 85 for 20 years. 
More than 200 Canadian researchers 
will study the interaction of everything 
from subjects’ medical histories and 
blood samples to family relationships 
and social supports.

Catch up on our whole series, 
including compelling video 
and other extra content, at
theprovince.com/
boomerangst

We’ve also set up a 
special website we hope will 
become a one-stop shop for 
resources and information 
needed by seniors. It includes 
access to a panel of 10 experts 
who will answer your questions. 
Go to bcseniorhelp.com

We want to hear from you! 
Discuss the issues, leave a 
comment or tell your story at 
theprovince.com/
boomertalk

nline

join our 
conversation

Gareth Jones performs a test 
on Roy Hetherington at UBC 
Okanagan. Jones’ prescription 
for seniors? ‘You have to keep 
challenging yourself.’

“People are talking about the quality of life of seniors, 
of ‘active life expectancy’ rather than just the numbers 
or on living to 95 years old. That active phase is growing 
in Canada.”   

A8



THEPROVINCE.COM  | MONDAY, OCTOBER 24, 2011

According to UBC’s 
Gareth Jones, 
exercise can help, but 
60 to 90 minutes of 
vigorous activity 
daily are what’s 
needed for seniors to 
remain independent. 
In other words, 
exercise is medicine 
for aging. 

Bathing suits. For some 
seniors, simply the 
idea of wearing them 

is a barrier to physical activ-
ity. So is finding fitness pro-
grams when you don’t speak 
English. 

A United Way-funded pro-
gram run by DIVERSEcity Com-
munity Resources Society with 
the City of Surrey is trying to 
change that. 

The South Asian Seniors Sup-
port Project was launched in 
2007 to connect new immigrant 
seniors 55-plus with activities in 
Hindi, Punjabi and Urdu. 

“There wasn’t much available 
for seniors who couldn’t speak 
English, or nothing cultural-
ly appropriate,” said Lokayata 
Kular, project outreach worker, 
who gets the word out by visit-
ing temples. 

They offer a chair-aero-
bics class and aquafit class 
at Newton Seniors Centre 
twice a week, and at Bear 
Creek Park Sunrise Pavilion 
three times a week, with cer-
tified instructors and Kular 
as an interpreter. The pro-
gram is culturally sensitive: 
women are allowed to wear 
clothes in the pool. They also 
run seminars on health top-
ics such as diabetes.

The United Way of the Low-
er Mainland spent $3.3 mil-
lion on seniors programs in 
2009-10.

Beverley Pitman, the char-
ity’s seniors portfolio plan-
ning consultant, says keeping                            
active is a key goal. Exercise 
classes, she added, are “really 
important because they help 
seniors remain socially con-
nected.” 

Kular is proud to see women 
in her program wearing bath-
ing suits and doing yoga.

“Their lifestyle has improved 
and their health has improved. 
Some people tell me that 
their medication has been cut 
down. And they are making 
new friends and feeling good 
about themselves.”

e-street

Health and exercise sciences 
assistant Prof. Jennifer 
Jakobi tests the strength 
of Pat Hetherington at 
UBC Okanagan, where 
the potential for lost 
physiological capacity to be 
regained through activity is 
being studied.

122: 117: 114: 114:
age of the oldest person 
who ever lived, French 
super centenarian Jeanne 
Calment (1875-1997).

age of the oldest Canadian 
who ever lived, Quebec-
born Marie-Louise Meilleur 
(1880-1998).

age of the oldest undisputed 
documented living woman, 
American Besse Cooper, born 
in August 1896.

age of the oldest living 
man, Jiroemon Kimura 
of Japan, born April 
1897. 

“It’s just amazing. It’s covering 
the A to Z of gerontology. It’s like a 
Webster’s dictionary on aging,” says 
Andrew Wister, chairman of Simon 
Fraser University’s department of 
gerontology, who is heading one 
of three B.C. data-collection sites 
for the study.

Wister said studies show main-
taining social contacts or retaining 
a sense of purpose is, with diet and 
exercise, a key to longevity. 

“If you look at the characteris-
tics of these people with longer 
lifespans, we find there is a strong 
sense of community and some 
kind of spiritual or family aspect 
that gives them a joie de vivre, that 
gives them something to live for,” 
he said. 

One of the best ways to stay young 
is to keep learning. 

“Keeping our minds as well as 
our bodies active is very impor-
tant. Research has shown that if 

you watch TV, even watching doc-
umentaries that make you think 
can be helpful, as well as things like 
playing bridge or chess. It’s really 
all about ‘moving’ your mind,” said 
Neena Chappell, a professor at the 
University of Victoria.

“We have a genetic makeup that 
clearly affects our health, but it is 
also true that there are social deter-
minants of health, so a lot of oth-
er things matter . . . like social sup-
ports and self-esteem and having 
control over the decisions in your 
life,” said Chappell, who is also 
president of the Canadian Associ-
ation on Gerontology. 

Volunteering can provide an 
excellent source of mental stim-
ulus and social connection. Many 
seniors understand this: Accord-
ing to Statistics Canada, more 
than a third of people over age 
65 volunteered in 2004. Seniors 
g ro u p s  a l s o  o f f e r  a d v i c e  o n

ways to stay healthy.
The Council of Senior Citizens 

Organizations of B.C., for example, 
connects about 80 seniors groups 
and offers a dozen free healthy-living 
seminars to seniors on topics from 
medication awareness and nutrition 
to dealing with stress.

“A lot of older seniors really have 
never had any formal education. 
We’re trying to give them informa-
tion that they need in plain lan-
guage,” said the council’s president, 
Sylvia MacLeay, 74. 

Back in his UBC Okanagan lab, 
Jones sums up his prescription for 
health and longevity this way: “You 
have to keep challenging yourself.

“Look at the people who get the 
most out of life. They are the people 
who continually challenge them-
selves physically, mentally and 
socially. Then you get to enjoy aging 
to a much higher degree.”

eoconnor@theprovince.com

We asked: If you are over the age of 55, what is the most 
useful thing you’ve discovered that helps with aging?e-street A youthful wife, active lifestyle, 

vitamin supplements and Viagra.
— Doug Vincent, Vernon

Wine!
— Kathy Robertson, 

Chilliwack

Keep on exercising, even if it’s just walking every day. A little is better than nothing. Even if 
you don’t feel like it. Many days when my 82-year-old husband and I (aged 70) start out for 
our daily walk, we’re feeling achy and stiff; but by the time we get back home, we’re feel-
ing much better! He had hip-replacement surgery in June and hernia surgery in late August 
and I had a triple bypass in August 2008.                                 — Sandy Wittrin (right), Mesachie Lake

DANIEL HAYDUK ! SPECIAL TO THE PROVINCE

LOKAYATA KULAR
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If Vancouver’s Diane and Dr. Doug Clement 
are the epitome of healthy, active seniors, it’s 
because they have a secret weapon. 

“I’ve got a doctor and a coach and he’s got a chef!” 
quips Diane, referring to her training as a cook and 
Doug’s career in sports medicine.

The Clements’ key to vitality, as espoused in 
their recent book, Start Fresh! Your Complete 
Guide to Midlifestyle Food and Fitness, comes 
down to a commitment to active living: Min-
utes before our interview they had just finished 
a 2!-hour power walk. 

Health and fitness have long been their focus.
Diane, 75, ran in the 1956 Olympics and won a 

bronze medal at the 1958 Commonwealth Games. 
She’s the author of eight cookbooks, was president 
of Athletics Canada and was inducted into the New 
Brunswick Hall of Fame.

Doug, 78, ran in the 1952 and 1956 Olympics and 
1954 and 1958 Commonwealth Games, and won 
a silver medal in 1954. He practised sports medi-
cine for 20 years and co-founded the University of 
B.C.’s Allan McGavin Sports Medicine Centre. He’s 
a Member of the Order of Canada and was induct-
ed into the B.C. Sports Hall of Fame. 

Together, they founded Richmond’s track and field 

profile

IF YOU’RE 
A MOVER, 
YOU CAN 
SHAKE IT

RIC ERNST ! PNG

club, the Kajaks (Clement Track at Minoru 
Park is named for them), helped establish the 
Vancouver Sun Run and were inducted into 
Athletics Canada’s Sports Hall of Fame.

Despite their laurels, their message is 
simple: Good health in your golden years 
doesn’t have to be unobtainable.

“Aging is real. Your body does change,” 
Doug said. “But your body and mind are 
equal to what you do to maintain it.”

Their health regimen includes hitting the 

gym two to three times a week and power 
walking, hiking or cycling other days, thus 
exercising on average five to six days a week. 
They eat sparingly — calorie needs plunge 
in older adults. They eat lightly in the morn-
ing, split a sandwich and soup for lunch and 
often have salad and fish for dinner. They 
haven’t used butter in 30 years. They splurge 
with Sunday dessert, shared with their two 
children and three grandchildren.

“You can’t eat Christmas dinner every 

day,” Diane said.
Despite their lifestyle, they’ve faced set-

backs. Doug was diagnosed with heart dis-
ease at 45 and in 1998 suffered a stroke that 
required he relearn how to walk. But he 
recovered, doing a five-kilometre run just 
five weeks later, and today they’re 15 years 
younger than their chronological age.

“Every day is a bonus,” Diane said. “We’ll 
just keep doing this as long as we can 
because there are no guarantees.”

To read more and see 
excerpts and recipes 
from Start Fresh! visit 
theprovince.comnline

more

Dr. Doug Clement and his wife, Diane, share their secrets on how to maintain 
a healthy and active lifestyle at theprovince.com/boomerangst

video

Aging can be managed, and 
Diane and Doug Clement’s 
formula of workouts, walks 
and rides, combined with a 
moderate diet, works wonders 
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Doug 
and Diane 
Clement 
during their 
Olympic days 
and in more 
recent times, 
fresh from 
a 2!-hour 
power walk. 

MONDAY, OCTOBER 24, 2011

VAN01067056_1_1



THEPROVINCE.COM  | MONDAY, OCTOBER 24, 2011

“You have to keep chal-
lenging yourself. Look at 
the people who get the 
most out of aging. They 
are the people who con-
tinually challenge them-
selves physically, mentally 
and socially. If you can do 
that, then you get to enjoy 
aging to a much higher 
degree and are really turn-
ing back the clock.” 

— Assistant Prof. 
Gareth Jones of the Healthy 

Exercise and Aging Lab 
at UBC Okanagan’s Institute 

for Healthy Living and Chronic 
Disease Prevention 

“Keep active. Eat well. 
Keep connected and keep 
making a contribution 
to society. Drink small 
amounts of red wine when 
you can and keep happy. 
It’s never too late to make 
positive changes, and I 
think that is something we 
often forget.” 

— SFU Prof. 
Andrew Wister, chairman of 

the department of 
gerontology and head of the 

SFU Surrey data collection site 
of the Canadian Longitudinal 

Study of Aging

“Physical activity, vision 
checks, taking Vitamin 
D [for bone and muscle 
health] and [home safe-
ty] environment checks. 
Together, those will 
reduce the risk of fall-
ing and reduce the risk 
of injuries from a fall, 
and then you can avoid 
becoming dependent on 
others, and you can live 
longer independently in 
your home.” 

— Vicky Scott, PhD, RN, 
senior adviser on fall and inju-

ry prevention for the B.C. Injury 
Research and Prevention Unit 

and the B.C. Ministry of Health

“Volunteer. Especially 
on projects that improve 
the lives of others. It 
engages seniors and pro-
vides social, emotion-
al and psychological ben-
efits. And find out about 
local seniors’ planning 
councils. There are bound 
to be interesting projects 
that have to do with their 
lives and those of their 
friends. [Seniors] are the 
experts on their own com-
munity. Seniors speak-
ing up for themselves are 
the voices that councillors 
find the most convincing. 
It really makes a
difference.” 

— Beverley Pitman, 
seniors portfolio planning 

consultant for the United Way 
of the Lower Mainland

“I would say, stay engaged 
to the extent you can in 
the things that are mean-
ingful to you, things that 
bring you enjoyment and 
make you feel worthwhile. 
I would also say, exercise. 
It’s easy to fall into a seden-
tary lifestyle, so stay active. 
It doesn’t mean having to 
run a marathon; it means 
walking, it means fetch-
ing things yourself from 
the other room. You can be 
very active in your home. I 
also think we have to take 
our nutrition seriously. 
Exercise is great, but if all 
you are eating is hamburg-
ers and Coke, your body is 
not going to co-operate.” 

— Neena Chappell, 
professor, University of 

Victoria and Canada Research 
Chair in social gerontology 

What can people do to be healthier as they age?

According to a 2008 World Health 
Organization report, Demystify-
ing the Myths of Aging, the most 
common physical ailments relat-
ed to aging are a decrease in mus-
cle mass, strength, basal metabol-
ic rate, aerobic ability, bone density 
and blood sugar tolerance, and an 
increase in body fat and blood pres-
sure. But they advise that simple 
self-care can mitigate many of the 
complaints of aging.

Just getting enough water can 
stave off dehydration leading to 
dizziness, weakness, poor cognition 
and falls. Moderate exercise will 
improve muscle mass and fitness: 
One U.S. university study devel-
oped a weight-training program for 
seniors aged 87 to 96 and saw 
300-per-cent gains in muscle 
strength in just eight weeks, as 
well as improvements in co-ordi-
nation and balance. Seniors can 
also reduce their risk of hospital-
ization by getting their prescrip-
tions checked. In Finland, the WHO 
found, up to 50 per cent of hospital-
izations were due to improper use 
of medicines. 

what you can do

Dr. Roger Wong
President of the Canadian 
Geriatrics Society

“There is currently a 
shortage of physicians 
with additional train-
ing in the care of old-
er persons in Cana-
da, and this is expect-
ed to worsen in the 
very near future. As 
of August 2011 there 

were 225 specialists in geriatric med-
icine . . . and approximately 200 fami-
ly physicians with training in care of the 
elderly in Canada. Assuming every one 
of these geriatrics doctors works full 
time . . . this implies on average every 
geriatrics doctor in Canada has to serve 
a population base of 80,000. “

go to theprovince.com/
boomerangst to read the full essay

“You have to keep chal- “Keep active. Eat well. “Physical activity, vision “Volunteer. Especially “I would say, stay engaged 

Go to theprovince.com to:

plus

!   Check out our  databases 
giving information on long-
term and assisted-living 
facilities in B.C. Another 
database will help you find 
resources throughout B.C. 
for such things as help at 
home, help with Alzheimer’s 
or finding transportation.

!   See “Then and Now” photos 
of readers, who answer the 
question: What do I know 
now that I wish I’d known 
then? Send us your  photos 
for this feature.

!   See poignant, moving 
videos tied to aging and 
choose from dozens of 
practical health videos on 
dozens of topics.

We’ve built a new website: 
bcseniorhelp.com 
that aims to become your one-stop 
shop for all resource needs if you 
are a senior or looking for help for 
an aging parent.

!   Comment on 
stories.

!   See moving 
videos and 
slide shows to 
accompany 
our stories.

!   Read provocative and 
practical essays on 
issues tied to aging. We 
have 22 of them coming 
as the series unfolds.

!   Go to theprovince.com/
boomertalk to give your feed-
back on our series, share your 
stories or discuss issues with 
other people affected by them.

PART 9: 
The home-care solution
PART 10: 
The home-support gap

PART 11: 
Mobility and morale
PART 12: 
Aging and ethnicity

coming up:

!   Boomerangst runs 
daily 
until Oct. 31

There is much more to Boomerangst
     online. See our multimedia extras
             and join the discussion!

online
boomerangst

and much, much more

essay
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