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ALZHEIMER’S ASSOCIATION HELD FIRST
ADVOCACY DAY AT STATE CAPITOL

Helena, MT Feb. 13, 2015 - Alongside more than a hundred advocates, the Montana Chapter hosted its first Advocacy Day at the state capitol to discuss Alzheimer’s disease and its impact on Montana. According to the Alzheimer's Association 2014 Alzheimer's Disease Facts & Figures report, there are 18,000 people living with Alzheimer’s and 48,000 Alzheimer’s caregivers in Montana.  The number of Montanans with the disease is expected to be 27,000 by 2025.  

The Alzheimer’s Association Advocacy Day provided the opportunity for advocates from across the state to meet face-to-face with their elected officials. Providers from Billings, Bozeman, Helena, Kalispell and Missoula provided resources for dementia care.  Officials and advocates alike shared their personal stories of how Alzheimer’s has impacted their lives and make strategic requests of state policymakers.  Governor Bullock shared his story of Alzheimer’s in his family and also his mentor.  Family Member Laurie Gaffney LCSW about her husband who lost his battle with early onset in 2010.  He was a professor at Carroll College in Helena.  Patricia Coon MD described the newly formed State Alzheimer’s Work Group and their efforts to draft a state plan.  Montana is one of six states without a state plan.  Dr. Coon is a geriatrician and researcher from the Center for Translational Research at Billings Clinic.  The Patient Centered Outcomes Research Institute (PCORI) is funding the work group’s goal of developing a plan for creating dementia-friendly communities.  The group will be conducting 6-7 town hall meetings this year in order to gather information to draft the state plan by December 31.  Ronalee Skees is the newest Alzheimer’s Association Ambassador, and she ended the rally by encouraging advocates to tell their story to legislators.  State Director Heidi Gibson spoke to the issue of Alzheimer’s being a bipartisan issue.  

“There are so many Montana families going through the ‘long goodbye’ right now, and this was a successful attempt connect 150 lawmakers advocates who can articulate the economic and personal impact of a devastating disease that can last 4-20 years.  It is the most expensive disease in America, and we cannot afford to wait to address it.”  -Heidi Gibson, State Director

Members of Congress sent representatives to read statements.  Senator Tester was represented by Tribal Liaison Carla Lott.  Gilda Clancy represented Senator Steve Daines and paid homage to the late State Attorney General Joe Mazurek who passed in 2014.  Congressman Zinke’s statement was read by VA Liaison Zack Gambill.   

The event ended with a visit to the Gallery and Representative Kathleen Williams (D) introducing Alzheimer’s advocates from the House floor.

In addition to the human toll of the disease, care for Alzheimer’s - the country’s most expensive condition - costs the nation $214 billion in 2014 with projections to reach $1.2 trillion by 2050. These staggering numbers do not include unpaid care by friends and family valued at $216 billion a year or the more than $9 billion in increased healthcare costs for caregivers own health. State governments are increasingly on the front lines in addressing the Alzheimer’s crisis, the care and support needs of families facing the disease and its impact on local economies.  ###
