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It takes all ages:  Alzheimers Southland
Ryan is 12 years old and lives with his mum, dad and cats.  He is one of the people affected by dementia who features in Alzheimers New Zealand’s Awareness and Appeal Week campaign, which runs from 12 to 18 July 2010.

Ryan’s dad used to take him to the football, but it’s not something they can do together anymore.  Not so long ago, Ryan’s dad started forgetting important things, like Ryan’s mum birthday.  Then he went to the doctor where he was diagnosed with dementia and has had to give up work.  Since then, he has been supported by Alzheimers New Zealand and now life has got a bit more normal.  Through a support group Ryan’s dad has met some other people with a similar diagnosis.  His mum knows more about the disease now so she can support the whole family.

Tamaiti is also affected by dementia, as his beloved nan does strange things. Tamaiti used to go and stay at her house when his mum went to work, but he can’t do that anymore because she left the stove on a couple of times and has almost caused a fire. 

Dementia and Alzheimer’s disease are not just ‘old people’s diseases’ as some may think, says Alzheimers Southland’s Donna Ferguson. 
“We have used Ryan and Tamati to demonstrate how dementia affects not only the person with it and their main carer, but younger people in the family also,” says Donna.

More frequently, people under the age of 65 are being diagnosed with dementia.  For those in their forties and fifties, a whole raft of issues have to be negotiated, such as giving up employment and driving and for some, giving up family responsibilities.  People with early onset dementia often have children or teenagers at home who must come to terms with the changes in their parent’s behaviour.  This also affects grandchildren when a grandparent is diagnosed. 

“Dementia can affect anyone, regardless of gender, age or ethnicity and affects more than just the person with a diagnosis,” says Donna. 
“The whole family or whanāu and support network is affected by dementia and whilst it is difficult for adults to come to terms with the changes that may happen to their families, it is just as difficult, if not harder for children who don’t have the ability to process the information in the same way as an adult,” says Donna.  
Alzheimers Southland can help younger people understand dementia with a selection of children’s story books which help families understand more about dementia as well age-appropriate support and information. 
Alzheimers Southland’s three staff provide information and offer home visits to families in the wider Southland and Queenstown area.   They also offer education sessions to both unpaid and paid caregivers in the community.

“Dementia is the fourth leading cause of death in New Zealand and there is still a lot of misconceptions of the disease and limited knowledge of the over 100 forms of dementia.  We are here to help,” says Donna. 
Anyone wanting more information about dementia and Alzheimers Southland’s services are encouraged to phone the office on 214 0984 Monday to Friday from 8.30am to 3.00pm.
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