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THE COVID-19 OUTBREAK

There’s a crisis of isolation and loneliness

Kgnnﬂh_ﬂ.,zm Guest Columnist

The COVID-19 pandemic has been dev-
astating for all of us but, nowhere has the
devastation been felt more than among
our vulnerable seniors who reside in
New Jersey’s long-term care residences
where nearly half of the more than 14,300
COVID-19 deathsinour state oceurred. -

For those residents with Alzheimer’s
disease oranother form of dementia, the
impact has been even more severe. Nation-
ally, federal health officials estimate that
at least 15,000 more Americans died from
Alzheimer’s disease and dementia this
past spring than otherwise would have
and many of those deaths were in senior
living facilities.

Questions about what should have been
done to protect this most vulnerable pop-
ulation and about who:is accountable are
still being discussed and debated. Thank-
fully, asof this writing, New Jersey is expe-
riencing significant drops in transmission
and death rates. The immediate crisis
seems to be over but, in New Jersey’s-con-
tinued work to “flatten the curve,™ a new
crisis has been created — one of isolation
and loneliness — especially fot those resi-
dents with dementia.

According to Lisa Gwyther, founder
and director of the Duke Univérsity Cen-
ter for Aging's Alzheimer’s Family Support
Program, “there are public health conse-
quences of loneliness, isolation and loss of
connection to a beloved person that may
be equally devastating as COVID-19.” For
those with dementia, “the greatest fear is
the fear of abandonment in a world that
doesn’t make sense.”

At Alzheimer’s New Jersey, advocating
for New Jersey families impacted by Alz-
heimer’s disease is an essential part.of our
mission. We are hearing from frustrated
and emotionally drained caregivers every
day. Through our Helpline, support groups
and webinars, we are providing support
through an outpouring of emotion and
tears but, it isnot enough. Attention needs
to be focused on this serious new crisis in
long-term care.

Since the initial lockdown of New Jer-
sey’s residential care facilities in the
spring, many families have still not been
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able to visit their loved ones. Limited out-
doorand indoor visiting has recently been
permitted but the.complex cognitive, com-
munication and behavioral challenges
that occur when someone has Alzheimer’s
make outdoor visiting very difficult.
According totheJuly 15,2020 Executive
Directive No, 20-025 froim the New Jersey
Department of Health, indoorvisitation
is permitted by “parents, family, guard-

ians or suUpport persons (visitors) of .,..and

intellectually disabled residents pursuant
to this directive.” Unfortunately, the term
intellectually disabled has resulted in the
inconsistent interpretation of whether
those with dementia are permitted visitors:
under this executive directive.

While the August 10, 2020 Executive
Directive No 20-026 does goa step further
by attempting to define an “Essential Care-
giver” and establishing criteria for “Essen-
tial Caregiver Visitation,” those criteria
still seem to fall short in accommodating

the complex needs of residents with Alz~

heimier’s disease; yet, the CDC estimates
that nearly 50% of nursing home resi-
dents have Alzheimer’s.or another form of
dementia.

Caregivers of those with Alzheimer’s
disease.and other dementiasare'an essen-
tial part of the health care team and not
just visitors. For persons with demen-
tia, who live in a world that has become
extremely confusing, their famxly care-
givers are their voices, their eyes theit ears
and their advocates —especiallyinalong-

term care setting. Among the findings of

the AARP Public Policy Institute Report,

“Valuing the Invaluable,” today’s family

caregivers have an array of responsibil-
ities, including advocating for their rela-
tives’ preferences and interests;, and com-

municating and coordinating care with

various health care providersand care set-
tings,

The professional staffin residential care
facilities also depend on family caregivers
for supplemental care and vital commu-
nication — all for the mutual purpose of
providing quality care for the person with
dementia. Even tinder the best circum-
stances, it is hard to imagine quality care
without the important contributions of
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family caregivers.

Thisspring, thousandsof our loved ones
died alone. Families that were already dev-
astated by theemotional loss that happens

when aloved one with Alzheimer’s disease.

no longer recognizes his/her partner, chil-
dren and grandchildren also had to endure
physical loss without the opportunity to
say goodbye. Let’s not add to that tragedy
by continuing to isolate those with Alzhei-
mer’sand other dementias from their fam-
ily caregivers.

We need to find a way to balance the
need to protect these vulnerable long-term
care residents from the spread of COVID-
19 with their right to have scheduled visits
with their family caregivers. Anything less
isanother crisis.

Kenneth C. Zaentz is president and CEO of

Alzheimer’s New Jersey.
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This spring, thousands
of our loved ones

died alone. Families
that were already
devastated by the
emotional loss that
happens when aloved
one with Alzheimer’s

disease no longer

recognizes his/her
partner, children

and grandchildren
also had to endure
physical loss without
the opportunity to say
goodbye.
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Forthose residents with Alzheimer’s disease or another form of dementia, the impact of
the pandemic has been severe. Nationally, federal health officials estimate that-at least
15,000 more Américans died from Alzheimer’s disease and dementia this pastspring
than otherwise would have. Star-Ledger file photo

Page:30f3

@ 2020 Newark Moming Lecger Co.
All Rights Reserved,

Account; 18080 (2531)
NJ-1680

For reprils or righis, posiers and'plaques, please visit www SLrepiinis.com o call {212) 221-9505



