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There's a gray drain, but why?

It's no surprise when young people leave Buffalo Niagara, but new statistics show the elderly population declining twice as fast as that of the whole region -- and bucking a state trend
By Jay Rey and Susan Schulman 

Published: May 16, 2011, 7:34 AM

Updated: May 16, 2011, 8:43 AM 

Call it a gray drain.

The Buffalo Niagara region's population continues to age as it declines, but it's not just young working-age men and women whose numbers are falling off.

There are fewer senior citizens in the area, as well.

In New York State, the number of people ages 65 to 84 has gone up by 4.2 percent in the last decade.

But in Erie and Niagara counties, the number of people in that age group dropped by 8 percent, according to new figures from the 2010 census. That's more than double the rate of the region's entire population loss.

"The question to me is, 'Where are the elderly people going?'" said Wende A. Mix, an associate professor of geography and planning at Buffalo State College.

That trend also matches what Mix has found.

She compared population estimates from the Rochester and Buffalo regions and found that Rochester steadily gained people 65 and older during the decade of the 2000s, while the Buffalo region saw a steady decline in the number of senior citizens.

"Are they just not living as long here? Are they moving to Florida or Arizona?" Mix asked. "That's the big question." Relatively speaking, the actual numbers aren't huge.

There are about 13,000 fewer men and women of this retirement age in Buffalo Niagara now than in 2000, the census shows. As a comparison, the region's 25-to-44 age group has 60,000 fewer people.

What's notable about Buffalo Niagara's gray drain is that it's the only aspect of the 2010 age data that bucks state trends.

Also notable is that the trend reverses itself with age. There were 6,500 more people in the 85-plus bracket in 2010 compared to a decade ago. As a result, this region remains slightly grayer than the state as a whole.

What has been happening to the region's population of senior citizens is a bit puzzling, but folks at the Cheektowaga Senior Center have some theories.

"My first thought is that, when their kids move out of the area, at some point, the seniors oftentimes go to where their kids are," said Kerry A. Switalski, director of senior services in Cheektowaga.

Or, said Louise Mankiewicz, senior citizens are retiring to Florida and Arizona, then returning to their families in Buffalo as they become more frail.

"As they get older, as they get sick, if they lose a spouse, they come back here to be with their kids," said Mankiewicz, who's in her 70s and is a regular at the senior center.

That would help explain the rise in the region among those 85 and older, she said.

"People are living longer because of medical treatment," said Nelson E. Misso, another regular at the senior center.

"I should know," said Misso, 76. "I had a left lung transplant six years ago. Without that, I'd be dead."

Figures from the 2010 census offer those details and others about the demographics of the Buffalo Niagara population. The data shows:

* More women than men.

Women in Buffalo Niagara make up 51.7 percent of the population. Compared to the 48.3 percent for men, the gap -- now 3.4 percent -- narrowed slightly over the last decade, because the region lost almost twice as many women than men.

* Fewer youngsters.

There are 37,898 fewer in the 14-and-under age group than a decade ago.

While it's a statewide phenomenon, it's more striking in Buffalo Niagara, where school districts such as Lake Shore, Lancaster, Lockport and North Tonawanda have been forced to close schools, in part, because of declining enrollment.

Those 14 and under represented 20 percent of the region's population in 2000. They accounted for 17.5 percent in 2010. It's a trend playing out across the nation, said Mark Mather, a demographer with the Population Reference Bureau, a nonprofit organization based in Washington, D.C.

"Ten years ago, we had a large cohort of baby boomers who themselves had kids, driving a huge increase in school-age children," Mather said.

"Now that many of them are college-age and in their 20s, we're seeing a smaller group of kids in their wake."

* Fewer young adults.

The drop-off in the number of children also coincides with a loss in New Yorkers of childbearing years.

In New York State, the number of 25- to 34-year-olds declined by 3.6 percent, while the number of 35- to 44-year-olds decreased by 15 percent.

Likewise, in Buffalo Niagara, the number of 25- to 34-year-olds dropped by 9 percent, while the number of 35- to 44-year-olds went down by 25 percent.

No surprise there, Mather said. Part of the decline, he said, probably reflects the large number of baby boomers who aged out of the 35-to-44 bracket.

But, he said, upstate New York for decades has had trouble keeping its young adults, as a tough job market sends people of prime earning age fleeing from home.

* Baby boomers -- and their kids -- continue to change the landscape.

The baby boomers again represent the biggest demographic bulge.

Statewide, there was a 33 percent jump in the number of 55- to 59-year-olds, and a 41 percent increase in the 60-to-64 age group.

In Buffalo Niagara, the percent increases were similar -- 36 percent and 39 percent respectively.

Because of them, the statewide median age increased to 38, from 35.9.

The median age in Erie County increased to 40.4, from 38. In Niagara County, the median age increased to 41.9, from 38.2.

"We saw that coming," Mather said. "All of the states are starting to see a rise in their median age, and the population of 55 and older, because of the baby boomers. There are a lot more states that are going to start looking more like Florida of 10 or 20 years ago."

Also rising was the population between the ages of 15 and 24. Those are the "echo boomers" -- the kids of the baby boomers -- who are growing up and heading off to college.

In fact, Mix said, the large number of colleges in the region probably played a role in the region's 18.6 percent increase in 20- to 24-year-olds.

* The number of retirees has risen statewide but has fallen in Buffalo Niagara.

The population of 65- to 84-year-olds dropped by 8 percent -- 9 percent in Erie County and 3 percent in Niagara County. Overall, the region's population dropped by 3 percent.

Statewide, this group increased by 4.2 percent. Overall, New York's population was up by 2 percent.

The local trend reverses, however, with those 85 and older. That group saw a 35 percent increase in Niagara County and a 28 percent increase in Erie County. Compare that with a statewide increase of 25 percent.

Overall, 15.7 percent of Buffalo Niagara is 65 or older, compared with 13.5 percent statewide.

Those figures still raise concerns about whether the region is adequately meeting the needs of its senior citizens. Many of them, for example, need more outreach services -- reliable and affordable help caring for themselves and their homes, Switalski said.

But, she said, the biggest issue is still transportation -- helping senior citizens run errands, get to the store, make it to doctor appointments.

"A lot of seniors gave up their license," Mankiewicz said, "and they can't drive."
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