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Executive Department

State House, Boston, July 31, 1951

To the Honorable Senate and House of Representative.

One of the truly major problems which confront govern-
ment in these times is our aging population.

In brief outline, that problem may be stated as follows:
Elderly persons constitute an increasingly large propor-
tion of our total population. They are finding it more and
more difficult to support themselves. While some have
lifetime savings; others, pensions to which they have
contributed; still others, annuities which they have
purchased; others yet, the meagre benefits of social
security; and a few, some other means available to them;
nevertheless, a very large part of our people of advanced
years, with some resources are finding themselves progres-
sively less and less able to meet their barest needs, due to the
rising cost of living and the shrinkage in the purchasing
value of their dollars. Moreover, many of our aged citizens
have little or no means of support. Accordingly, an ever-
growing number of these senior folk is becoming dependent
on public assistance.

Now, the federal government makes some contribution
to public assistance. However, as distinguished from old
age and survivors’ insurance, it is a form of social security,
the prime and principal responsibility for which falls on
the Commonwealth and its cities and towns.

The burden carried by our state in this field is well
above the national average. It is heavier than that of all
the states in the northeastern region of the country.
In this respect, we are not only first in New England, but
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we lead by far the great urban, industrial states of New
York, Pennsylvania and New Jersey.

Thus, in 1900, one out of every twenty-five Americans
was aged 65 or over. Today, 11,514,000 or one out of
every thirteen fall into that age group.

However, in 1900, about one in every twenty in Massa-
chusetts was 65 or more years old. In 1950, out of a total
population of 4,691,000 people, 452,000 (9.6%) Massachu-
setts residents were in that category. That amounts to
nearly one in ten.

Furthermore, this state has been far more generous to
its elderly citizens than any one of its ten neighboring
states in northeastern United States.

Again, our burden has been far heavier than that of
other states because we are paying benefits to a far greater
proportion of our elderly people than they. For every
thousand persons in the aged group, we have 226 recip-
ients. Compare that with New York’s 91, Pennsylvania’s
94, and New Jersey’s 60.

Accordingly, the cost of old age assistance falls with a
far heavier impact upon Massachusetts taxpayers than
it does upon the taxpayers of comparable states. The
annual burden for each man, woman and child of this state
is $15.92.

Dr. Robert T. Monroe of the Harvard Medical School,
a leading authority on the subject of geriatrics, the science
of disease in the aged, has recently published a book on the
subject. It is the first major study of its kind; is based
on the records of nearly 8,000 persons over 61, who were
treated in a Massachusetts hospital; and covers a 30-
year period. Dr. Monroe’s work makes clear that in our
times more persons than formerly attain advanced years
and are healthier. At the same time, work opportunities
for them have been curtailed. He also finds that they are
practically excluded from the labor market at the age of 65,
in spite of the fact that most old people are willing and able
to work and can undertake, with confidence, the pursuit of
long range programs. Their apparent unfitness is largely
due to enforced idleness and consequent deterioration rather
than to their advanced years.
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This calls for a new approach to the problem of our aging
population and requires extended study by a recess com-
mission on the subject of aiding and encouraging our older
citizens to fulfill their own desires to be independent and
self-supporting.

Pending development of such an enlightened approach
to a solution of the problem and while waiting for the
establishment of more adequate pension systems under
the federal social security law, collective bargaining agree-
ments and other public and private arrangements, we
are still confronted with the responsibility of providing
truly adequate assistance to those elderly persons who
need it. Employment programs and pensions may reduce
the responsibility. They cannot, in the forseeable future,
eliminate it.

As our Supreme Judicial Court has said, the old age
assistance law “does not require one to be destitute before
he can be eligible (for its benefits). The contrary is true.”
See Leigh v. Commissioner 310 Mass. 343. In that re-
spect, T)ur law is good. It should be made better.

I believe that you and I are in agreement that the law to
provide adequate assistance to aged citizens should insure
that they live out their last years in reasonable contentment
and comfort.

Moreover, I am convinced that this is the mandate given
to you and me by the people of Massachusetts.

I cannot conceive of any other interpretation of the
popular vote in the election of 1950. You will recall that
the people, in preponderant numbers, last fall voted for a
measure which was a complete revision of our old age
assistance law, General Laws, (Ter. Ed.) Chapter 118A.

The Supreme Judicial Court held that the summary of
the measure, as it appeared on the ballot, was “in no
sense a summary of (its) contents much less (the)
‘fair’ summary” required by the Constitution. There-
fore, it decided that the new proposed old age assistance
law was not adopted according to the Constitution and
hence could not take effect. Sears v. Treasurer and Re-
ceiver General, 98 N. E. 2d. 621.

However, the votes of the people in favor of that measure
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(as well as their rejection of its companion initiative meas-
ure which was intended to finance by means of a state
lottery, the operation of the first) provide clear directions
to us to increase the benefits now paid under the “Adequate
Assistance to Certain Aged Citizens” law, General Laws
{Ter. Ed.) Chapter 118 A and to finance the increases other
than by extending legalized gambling.

Such a program is subject to limitations. First: we
must restrain the generosity of our impulses within the
limits in which the federal government will participate.
That is to say we must confine ourselves to an assistance
for those who need it program. The federal government
makes no grant-in-aid of state pension systems which are
designed to distribute benefits on the basis of age alone
without regard to need. However desirable in the ab-
stract, such plans might be, they are manifestly beyond
our abilities to support without aid.

Again, we must recognize that those who need old age
assistance are not all in the same circumstances. Some
require total support, others require only supplementary
aid. Some live with relatives, others by themselves.
Some have many relatives, others but a few. There are
those who live where board is furnished with room, while
others eat in restaurants. Some are married and live
with their spouses, others, single and alone. Some are
hospitalized or reside in nursing homes, others are healthy.
Some have homes of their own, life insurance, others
property. Others have none of these. Thus, there are a
great many varieties of conditions under which recipients
of assistance live.

Hence, hard and fast rules applicable to all such as an
upward revision of minimum payments by statutory re-
quirement would be neither sound nor just. To many who
are most in need of additional aid upward adjustment of
legal minima would be a hoax and a delusion. For others,
it would be, in effect, establishing a pension system to
which the federal government would not contribute and
which the state alone cannot finance.

Real generosity to the aged will consist in raising the top
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level of payments where justice requires. In short, we should
lift the ceiling and not the floor on old age assistance benefits.

The amounts granted to any individual recipient should
be based on his or her particular needs in accordance with a
formula uniformly and fairly applied throughout the com-
monwealth.

That is why the state budget (for each recipient of old
age assistance) was adopted in 1941. From time to time,
the Department of Public Welfare from 1941 to 1947 in-
creased some of these budgetary items, such as the allow-
ances for food, or clothing, or fuel and light, or personal
care. In 1948, the legislature enacted Chapter 638 of
the Acts of that year. It will now be found as the second
paragraph of section 1 of General Laws, Chapter 118A.

That act was well-intended and its immediate effect
was good. Under it an 8.3% increase of all assistance
payments to the aged to meet rising living costs was
effected on October 1, 1948. However, this law, in effect,
froze the then existing budget as issued by the Depart-
ment of Public Welfare and since that time has operated
to postpone any further adjustment in the individual old
age assistance allowance to the detriment of the benefici-
aries of the program.

I am compelled, in all candor, to point out the principal
reason why this legislation, despite its nobility of purpose,
failed and proved injurious to the welfare of our elderly
folk. By its terms, it was made dependent for its opera-
tion on “statistics on the cost-of-living prepared by the
division on the necessaries of life in the Department of
Labor and Industries.” That division has proved inade-
quate as I have frequently pointed out. It will continue
to be so until the legislature follows my repeated recom-
mendations for an enlarged and revitalized commission
on the necessaries of life which, among other things, will
collect and publish accurate, timely and significant sta-
tistics on the cost of living.

That act (Chapter 638, Acts of 1948) should be repealed.
However, my study of present budgetary standards has

convinced me that there is an even more important
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obstacle in the way of paying adequate benefits to the
aged. It does not derive from restrictions in the existing
substantive law. It is due to failure of successive legisla-
tures to appropriate the moneys needed.

The Department of Public Welfare with the appropria-
tions available has had to hold to ceilings in budgetary
items which have long since ceased to conform to the
current economic situation.

A few examples will suffice. A rental ceiling of 125.00
a month established in 1941 is clearly out of line with
present shelter costs. A top rental allowance of $4.00
weekly for a single person who must reside in a furnished
room is even more unrealistic. Boarding house, nursing
home and food allowance items are, in many instances,
far too low.

To substantially increase these items to the level of ade-
quacy ivill require, I am informed, an over-all increase in
Old Age Assistance appropriations for a full year of opera-
tion, in amount totaling approximately nine and a half
million dollars. Two-thirds of this sum represents the
state’s share of the cost, and should be appropriated now in
addition to that which has been provided for old age assist-
ance in the general appropriation act.

As soon as you remove the legal restrictions and make
available the needed funds by supplementary appropria-
tion, I shall direct the Commissioner of Public Welfare
to cause such upward revision in the allowances granted
to recipients of old age assistance as will conform to the
amended law and the dictates of equity and justice.

As we prepare to increase the payments of old age
assistance, we should also make sure that taxpayers’
funds are not wasted; that distant relatives of aged re-
cipients are not unjustly enriched at the expense of the
Commonwealth; and that, where the public treasury is
entitled to reimbursement from the estates and the pro-
ceeds of insurance policies of deceased recipients, the
public interest is protected.

The law has long provided for recovering, without inter-
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est, the money (or so much of it as was recoverable) which
old age recipients had received during their lifetime out
of the property or insurance they left at death. The law,
as it now stands, however, is vague, obscure, loose and
ineffective. Local officials have been lax in enforcing it.
During the past decade, grants of old age assistance have
increased by approximately one hundred and seventy-
five per cent. Under the existing law, recoveries have
increased from less than one-fifth of one per cent to a
little over one-quarter of one per cent.

When we realize that one out of every four of our old
age recipients has an interest of ownership in real estate;
that a large number of them carry life insurance policies;
that at the moment, as a group, our old age recipients
have, by a conservative estimate, recoverable property
worth upwards of thirty-seven millions of dollars; and
that other states (Pennsylvania for example) recover
without hardship to the aged, annually, enough to pay
the entire administrative costs (but not the benefit costs,
of course,) of their old age assistance acts, then we can
appreciate how truly unworkable is our own recovery
law. So long as we guarantee adequate assistance to our
old folks during their lifetime; occupancy of their own
homes as long as they live; the payment of taxes and
mortgage obligations; and no sale of the property while
they are still alive, there can be no hardship on them.
There is no reason why the state which has supported elderly
citizens during their lifetime should stand aside and permit
children and other kindred, who did nothing for the deceased
while they lived, profit by their deaths. In some cases, rela-
tives who had contributed nothing to the support of the aged
beneficiaries of state generosity and did not even have a social
interest in them, have realized benefits on the liquidation of
the recipient’s real estate, insurance policies and other prop-
erties in amounts exceeding $20,000.00.

We need to enact an effective lien law to secure repay-
ment, in whole or in part, of benefits granted to old age
recipients, out of the property they leave on death; to



HOUSE No. 2705. [Aug.8

9

I

preclude transfers during lifetime which would defeat
the public claim; and which local officials will be required
to enforce under effective sanctions.

Such a measure has been prepared and filed by the
Special Commission on the Structure of State Govern-
ment created by Chapter 75, Resolves of 1949, and is
pending before you. With minor amendments to meet
the few objections which have been raised, the act which
they propose will provide a satisfactory recovery law.

In conclusion and by way of summary, one of the great
problems of our time is that of our aging population. To
the Commonwealth, it presents a three-fold challenge.

First; We must study ways and means of recalling our
elder folk from the obscurity and deterioration of en-
forced retirement so that they can resume the dignified
independence of their younger days in accordance with
their own desires.

Secondly: We must recognize that they are entitled,
in their declining years, to a reasonably comfortable,
contented and assured living. However, despite the
relatively high position which Massachusetts enjoys in
comparison with other states in the discharge of this re-
sponsibility, it should be the desire of all of us, and it is
the manifest will of the people, that we be more generous
than we have been heretofore.

Thirdly: We must make sure that in generously carry-
ing out our duties to the aged, we do not carelessly and
negligently waste our substance on indirect beneficiaries,
who, under no conceivable circumstances, are entitled to
take advantage of their kinship with elderly folk who have
been supported by the state.

Therefore, 1 recommend: (1) we remove, at once, the
legal limitations heretofore described and make available
such appropriations as are necessary to insure our elderly
folk a standard of assistance which will make secure and
comfortable their declining years; (2) I recommend im-
mediate adoption of a genuine, effective recovery law
and such other changes in the old age assistance act as
will insure the efficient, as well as the liberal, administra-
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lion of that act; (3) I recommend that a recess commis-
sion be established of three members of the House, two
members of the Senate, and such number of appointees
by the Governor as will permit a thorough study of the
difficult problem of making available opportunities for
employment and self-support to those people who are
65 years of age or over, who enjoy good health and who
prefer a life of independence to the deteriorating and un-
desirable effects of enforced retirement.

PAUL A. BEVEL
Governor.
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