Puerto Rico’s aging population demands Congressional action 
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In Puerto Rico, as on the U.S.  mainland, adults aged 65 and older have access to health care through Medicare. However, spending per Puerto Rican enrollee is lower than that of any U.S.  state, despite island-dwelling residents paying similar Medicare payroll taxes as U.S. citizens residing on the U.S. mainland (Perreira, 2017). Also, recent funding cuts in Medicare have caused severe financial losses to the Puerto Rican health care system, resulting in higher copays and the loss of benefits. Consequently, many individuals forgo seeking medical care when they need it, experience long waiting periods for medical treatment, and have difficulty adhering to medical regimens (Villa & Aranda, 2000; Wallace & Villa, 2003). Furthermore, federal grants awarded to Puerto Rico’s Medicare system through the Affordable Care Act (ACA) expired in 2017 and were not renewed by the federal government post-Hurricane Maria. Federal financial shortfalls and austerity measures have become a central feature defining the Puerto Rican health care system and have increased barriers to health care access and high-quality health care among Puerto Rico’s older adult population. These health care challenges are further exacerbated by delayed and low Medicare reimbursement payments (70% less than that in the mainland United States) that are the overwhelmingly driving force behind the substantial outmigration of physicians, physician assistants, and other health care workers from the island to the mainland United States (Roman, 2015, 2018). In sum, the constellation of the economic crisis, natural disasters, and ongoing COVID-19 outbreak has compounded and exacerbated obstacles that increase barriers to health care for the older adult population. Individually, any of these events can be expected to have stark consequences for population health. The cumulative effect of parallel pandemics, however, undoubtedly puts a strain on the health care system, resulting in increased barriers to quality health care access that may be a matter of life or death in the context of the ongoing coronavirus pandemic. This stark reality demands urgent and timely action by the U.S. Congress.
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention identified the following people at risk from suffering severe illness from COVID-19: people aged 65 years and older, people with chronic lung disease or moderate to severe asthma, people with serious heart conditions, people with BMI (body mass index) of 40 or higher, and people with diabetes to only name a few (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). Older island-dwelling Puerto Rican adults are more likely to have diabetes, hypertension, and obesity than older adults residing in the U.S.  mainland (Pérez & Ailshire, 2017), which makes older Puerto Ricans an especially high-risk group for COVID-19 outcomes. As COVID-19 infection cases and deaths continue to soar, we must place attention to this vulnerable and marginalized population. Notably, there needs to be increased attention on the older adults living in the island municipalities of Culebras and Vieques, who are facing different levels of consequences from these compounding disasters and are facing particular conditions as an “island of an island.” Overall, the health and well-being of Puerto Ricans have primarily been shaped by colonialism and the Commonwealth’s fraught relationship with the U.S. government. The human suffering of the Puerto Rican population is compounded by the predicted consequences of fiscal austerity, increasing income and wealth inequality, the debt crisis, significant emigration, and a dysfunctional health care system. Necessary governmental actions are required now to lessen the burden of parallel pandemics on older adults in Puerto Rico.
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