Protecting Elderly Persons Against Financial Abuse

What is financial abuse?

· Financial abuse is any act which involves depriving an elderly person of his/ her wealth, or not acting in an elderly person’s interests, such as taking away an elderly person’s possessions, money or transferring his/ her assets without consent.

Common risk factors of financial abuse

· An elderly person lacks the ability to manage his/ her wealth independently.

· An elderly person fails to manage his/ her own wealth due to deterioration of mental condition.

· The abuser faces financial difficulties.

How to identify an elderly person is being financially abused?
· An elderly person opens a joint account with another person who later withdraws money from it unilaterally.

· An elderly person suddenly transfers his/ her properties to another person, or purchases a property jointly with another person who later sells it unilaterally.

· An elderly person suddenly loses possessions or assets belonging to him/ her.

· An elderly person has inadequate resources to cover daily basic necessities and daily living expenses even though he/ she should be financially sufficient.

· An elderly person suddenly makes a will to leave all or most of his/ her possessions to a non-related person.

· An appointee or agent entrusted to receive or keep in custody of the Comprehensive Social Security Assistance payments on behalf of an elderly person uses the money without the elderly person’s consent.

· An abuser obtains an elderly person’s money by forging his/ her signature, using the elderly person’s seal without authority or tricking the elderly person into signing a blank withdrawal slip or cheque.

· An abuser decoys or forces an elderly person to hand over his/ her money or property by deceiving, injuring and threatening the elderly person.

The behaviours or signs listed above may not necessarily be evidence of elder abuse.  However, once they appear, we should be alerted and pay more attention to the elderly person.  Where necessary, assistance of relevant professionals (e.g. social workers, healthcare personnel and police officers, etc.) should be sought as soon as possible.

How to prevent financial abuse?

· An elderly person may learn and strengthen the ability to manage his/ her personal property independently so as to avoid relying on others.

· An elderly person should think carefully or discuss with persons he/ she finds trustworthy before deciding on major financial arrangement or making a will.

· An elderly person should monitor if there are any unusual transactions in his/ her bank accounts.

· An elderly person should keep abreast of new things and developments in society to avoid being out of touch with the community and safeguard himself/ herself against the risk of financial abuse. The elderly person should also take part in social activities frequently to widen his/ her social circle. Should the elderly person have any doubts or difficulties, he/ she should talk to a trustworthy friend.

· An elderly person should as far as possible keep his/ her own bank passbooks, seals, title deeds, etc. and manage the property on his/ her own.

· In case an elderly person, his/ her carer or acquaintance suspects that the elderly person is being financially abused, early assistance should be sought.

How to help an elderly person who is incapable of managing his/ her own property or making major decisions? 
· In some situations (e.g. physical deterioration, illness, etc.), an elderly person may not be able to manage his/ her own property or make any significant decisions, his/ her family members would make informal arrangement on the personal and financial aspects of the elderly person for his/ her best interests.  

· If effective informal arrangements cannot be made and an elderly person is certified by two registered medical practitioners (one of them should be an approved doctor) to be a mentally incapacitated person (e.g. mental patient, person with dementia, person with brain impairment, mentally handicapped person, etc.) in accordance with the Mental Health Ordinance, family members or social workers may consider applying to the Guardianship Board for a guardianship order for the elderly person under the following situations:

· where the elderly person is suffering from or at risk of sexual abuse, physical abuse, psychological abuse, financial abuse, neglect and abandonment, etc. 
· where the elderly person or other people disagree with the arrangements currently made by the family members on behalf of the elderly person

· where there are disagreements among family members of the elderly person or between family members and the service provider, which results in a lack of appropriate accommodation or medical treatment for him/ her
· where the elderly person objects to the proposed care or treatment

· A social enquiry report to be prepared by the Director of Social Welfare will be called for. After conducting hearings, the Guardianship Board will make decision if a guardian is required and if so appoint a legal guardian to make decisions on behalf of the elderly person according to the legal powers granted. Though the legal guardian is usually a relative or friend of the elderly person, the Guardianship Board may also appoint the Director of Social Welfare to act as the legal guardian.

· The Guardianship Board’s enquiry hotline : 2369 1999

How to seek assistance?

· Persons in need of assistance may approach District Elderly Community Centres or Integrated Family Service Centres/ Integrated Services Centres in respective districts. Telephone numbers for enquiries and addresses of these centres are available on the Social Welfare Department website at http://www.swd.gov.hk/
· If the elderly person being abused is receiving other social services, he/ she may seek assistance from the social worker of the service unit concerned, who may arrange referrals where necessary.
· Social Welfare Department Hotline : 2343 2255

· Family Crisis Support Centre (24-hour hotline) : 18288

· CEASE Crisis Centre 24-hour Hotline : 18281
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