BY USHA RAI

*GILLS—Balwant
and Sharon—made a
winsome pair. He was
tall and handsome army
man with chiseled fea-
tures and charming
manners. Sharon was pretty,
played the piano and sang like
an angel. She kept a beautiful
home and was a good mother. It
seemed too perfect. Life changed
dramatically after he turned 50,
and she 45.
He became argumentatlve and irra-
_ tional. She thought there was a prob-
" lem in the marriage and went off to see
a marriage counsellor. In 2001, he was
commandmg an army regiment in
- ‘Kashmir when she called him because a
family member had suffered serious
injuries in an accident. She needed his

f.. support: He seemed indifferent and

'A -that was unlike him. When he did come,
his Suitcase had six pairs of socks, six

" _vests, three towels and just one trouser

and shirt. She questioned his odd
behavior only to hear “you girls carry
-everything when you travel, we just
carry the basics.”

The irrational behaviour was inter-
spersed with lapses of memory. One day
while making an official presentation,

. .he Kept repeating a certain sentence.

Normally an erudite speaker, he had
rehearsed his presentation several

 times. The station-in-charge suggested-
-that Sharon consult the doctors. A neu-

rologist confirmed early dementia but
assured that with the drugs available it
could be contained. Dementja is
an- umbrella term for Alzheimer’s
dlsease Parkinson and other neurolog-

‘Love lost for
0 lucid reason

ical disorders.

Balwant had got Alzheimer’s when
was barely 51 years and in active serv-
ice. Now at 57, the once proud para-
trooper and athlete is confined to a
wheel chair. He mumbles, most times he
does not recognize his wife and: has to
be fed, bathed and clothed. Tubes and
catheters ensure that he does not soil
his clothes. He needs an attendant
round the clock.

With Indians living longer the number
of senior citizens with Alzheimer’s is on
the increase. Over five per cent of those
above 65 years have some form of
dementia and 25 per cent of those over
80 years. But there is neither enough
awareness nor care facilities for AD in
India, leaving the families of those
afflicted to provide care and support.

The Alzheimer’s and Related Disor-
ders Society of India (ARDSI) started
its Delhi chapter in 1994, and among its
stalwarts are those who have cared for
and lost a family member to AD.

The care giver of the Alzheimer's
patient needs the most emotional and
physical support. There were several
occasions when Sharon thought she
would lose her mental sanity. She
needed to speak to someone for guid-
ance and support. Dr Manjari Tripathi,
the neurologist at AIIMS, put her in

touch with counsellors at ARDSI and
she no longer feels she is on a turbulent
ocean on her own.

It is Sharon’s infinite love for her hus-
band, the therapeutic music she turns
to every day as a music teacher and her
friends and children that have sus-
tained her through these difficult years.

ach case of Alzheimer'’s is differ-

ent. The hlghs and lows of those

afflicted "are. unpredictable.

‘Sometimes they are lucid and
rational and at other times violent and
incoherent. One ddy as Sharon was
singing to him as she bathed him, Bal-
want suddenly yanked the hand shower
from its socket, hit her with it and ran
out stark naked calling for the police.
Another day he got up in the night cry-
ing and even as she tried to soothe him,
he ran into the kitchen pulled out a
metal tong and hit himself till he bled.
She called his .brother and the two
calmed him down. .

Three years ago in his more lucid
moments he told doctors at AIIMS, “if
you want my brain for research, take it.”
He has in fact offered his body for
research and has also asked his wife to

will her body for the same.

Owning a cat ‘cuts stroke
risk by a third’ says study

“I have a mother and child relation-
ship with him now. I am constantly
calming and pacifying him,” says
Sharon. One night he said “come let us
brush our teeth” and they went into the
bathroom. Suddenly he made a fist and
pummelled her. Fortunately her son was
at home and they held him till he cooled
off. Asked why he had hit her, he replied
with the utmost innocence “I love you,
so how. could I hit you.” The worry
about the sudden outbursts of violence
is that the Alzheimer’s patient can hurt
himself as well as injure others.

Sharon’s big concern is about lack of

‘day care facilities and trained atten-

dants to look after her husband. Twice
she tried putting him in a special resi-
dential faeility for the elderly with spe-
cial needs but was unhappy. Due to Bal-
want’s difficult behavior, many
attendants have left the family, while
the current one is paid handsomely.
Keeping Balwant calm is vital. Every
morning when Sharon greets him with a
hug and a kiss he looks at her like a
stranger. Despite all her pain and
anguish, she sees the brighter side of life
and lives one day at a time.
" goodhealth@mailtoday.in
" *names changed

Having a cat around the house could cut

suffering a fatal heart attack.
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ITH India’s populatioh

greying — some 90 mil- |

lion are 60 plus — the

Maintenance and Welfare
of Parents and Senior Citizens Act,
2007, is timely. By 2026 the number of
senior citizens would be 173 million or
12.4 per-cent of the population. While
human development activities have
successfully raised the life span in
India, they have falled to improve the |
quality of life of the elderly. In fact,
never before have the elderly felt as

insecure.and lonely as they are today.
The old social fabric of the country’ L

f

2king the whip tor care

. by Usha Rai

some of the problems of the senior cit-

izens who are dumped by their chil-

dren, and not given any monetary,
physical or mental support. Even an

! elderly who is not 60 but is unem-

" ployed or sick can use the ngw. law to

] compel children to provide support.

; Under the Act, a tribunal is to be set
up in each disgrict of the couatry to
help senior citizens, including parents

“ who are unable to maintain them-
selves. They can get the maintenance

* from one ot more children.

Within 90 days of approaching the
tribunal, either directly or through a

' is getting tattered. Nuclear families < concerned member of civil society,

are replacing the traditional joint fami-

- ly, which: provided in equal measute *
support and care of the young and the
very old. Western values are seeping
into the country and the young people *
caught in the rat race of the upwardly
mobile have no time for their old par-
ents and grandparents. There s an- - -
exodus of young people from the met-
ros as-well as the smaller towns and
rural areas for education and lucrative
jobs in the US, the UK, Australia and
the Middle-East. Many of them do
not return. Some try to compensaté by
sending home money.

Many of the children living in India,

‘too, have neither the time nor the
inclination to care for their old parents’
and grandparents. In fact, with the. -

- tremendous appreciation in property
rates, children’s greed for the shelter .
of their parentshas further vitiated the
atmosphere for the elderly. Daughters
are said to be more caring than sons, |

_ but recently a daughter, who claimed .
to have been harassed by her in-laws,
moved in with her,old widowed moth-
er, wheedled her to have the house
transferred to her name and then threw
her ot into the cold. 5 ;

Agcording to HelpAge India, an’
NGO that works for the elderly, four
out of 10 elders are victims of abuse.
Shockingly, a staggcr_ing 47.3 per cent
of the perpetrators-of such abuse ‘are
adult children. Often, even grandchil-
dren afe guilty: Almost 9 per cent of .
all abuses-are by grandchildren. ‘Even:
these disturbing statistics don't give |
the ful pigture begause it is estimated::
that oFigioNgaut of six cases ofigldeér-

*.relief is to be provided. The maximum

* jmaintenance allowance which may be
“ordered by the tribunal and as'pre-

- .scribed by the state government shall

{nat exceed Rs 10,000 a month. Aban-

’I\ﬂdoning senior citizens could lead to

{mprisonment for three months or fine

~1p to Rs 5000 or both. :

i “But what happens to the seniors in
“'the labout class when they do not have
%ihe stamina to continue work. Their
. Ichildren are indigent and marginalised
“and would not really be able to look
jafter them. Fortupately, the poor and
“those in rural areas still care for their
“old parents and grandparents. ,
" Howevet; it is feared that wherever
ltere.is migration there will be greater
Jdsistance (o giving maintenance. This
_$olds true even of Kerala, which has
" the highest ingidence of suicides in the.
dountry. Whei woiien marty they
gxpect husbands to settle down and be
with them but they continue to go the
Middle-East for work. Some even
abiandon their wives and this leads to
dépression and suicide. -
*-%Qld age homes are also to be set up
itevery diggrict, each housing at jeast
150. The budget for this in the

Eleventh Plan is Rs 173 crore, but with ’

the passing of the new law it is expect-
¢d to increase substantially. Day-Care
Centres for old peopje and a mobile
medical van are-also proposed. The
Centre’s contribution to old age pen-
sion has been raised though it is still
far too little and;even with the state’s
conrribution, would not exceed Rs 500
per month. Only. thdse below the

%&gestxsl‘inamg&wm&m gpsion,

~earing ta 1Ay by Prof Irudava

ies, Kerala, just half of the 90 miilion
are getting pension - 10 million under
the Annapooma scheme, 20 million
the state level pension, 10 million from
the organised sector and five million
from the Welfare Fund Board. With
such paltry sums being given as pen-
sion, Rajan argues for pension to all 90
million seniors. Providing Rs 200 a
month is not much for the Centre, but
it means 4 great deal for the elderly.

In Tamil Nadu, where pension is dis-
‘bursed in the first week of every
month, with Rs 200, an elderly can get
500 kg of rice and need not starve to

- death: Yes, starvation deaths among

the ¢lderly are being reported and
adding another 45 million to the ranks
of senior pensioners would not be such
a financial burden on the exchequer.
However, it may take some time for
the new law to come into effect. The
responsibility of implementing the law is
that of the states. No special monetary

The decision to have an
old age home in every
district is a laudable
‘one, but the
government should not
T run these homes

provision has been made for setting up
the tribunals, so qne of the existing
offices will serve as the tribunal under a
subdivisional officer. Hopever, the rules
under the Act have to be framed by. the
state governments before the Actis
effective. The case is referred to the tri-
bunal only after all efforts by the cohcili-
ation officér, the district social welfare
officer and the SDO to resolve the dis+
pute amicably have failed, .

An ithportant reason why various
welfare measures and laws instituted -
by the government fail is the lack of
commitment and failure to put in place
the required infrastructure and person-
nel to implement them. Tn the health
sector, for example, the ANM (auxil-
iary. nurse midwife) was expected to
handle ijpmunisatjon, caye of;pr%)gnant

women as.well as popillation stabilisa-

the government without being given
the requisite transport facilities, etc.

The Maintenance and Welfare of Par-
ents and Senior Citizens Act will be a
difficult Act to implement. Steeped in
traditional values, old parents would
be reluctant to approach the tribunal to
get maintenance. No law can compel
you to do “good” or to be fair to old
parents. It is either in you or it is not.
In fact, the fear is that strident enforce-
ment of laws can only deepen the fis-
sures in society. If a grown up adult is
publicly humiliated by a tribunal
telling him or her that he or she is
wayward and wanting and will have to
pay up, there will be further rift and
tension in the family. While money to
keep body and soul together is impor-
tant for old people, equally important
is companionship, someorie to talk to
in the family and the peace of mind.
Despite the reality of indifference of
children to clder people, it will not be
easy to enforce this law.

The decision to have an old age
home in every district is a laudable
one, but the government shouid not
un these homes. The responsibility
should be given to NGOs with proven”
track record. Government functionar-
ies do not have the sensitivity required
to look after the old and infirm. An
advisor to NALSA, the national
organisation for legal aid, reports that
on a surprise visit to an old age home
in Murshidabad, West Bengal, with a
judge, the hotme was found locked
from ottside. With great difficulty, the’
lock was opened -and it was found that
all seniorcitizens wete locked inside.
In fact; an"audit of state-run old age
homes should be done before embark-
ing on setting up more homes. Many
of them function without light, fan,

‘water and basic sanitation..

Senior citizens are living longer,
They are a tremhendous resource, a
store-house of knowledge and.experi- -
ence. The community should learn to.
tap this resource and give them place .
in society. In Delhi University, the
senior-most citizen doing a course is
81 years and the youngest is just 19.
The Institute of Life-Long Leaming
hopes'to employ seniors to run créch-
es and in the process to get rejuvenat-
ed. What a better way of keeping




citlzens can make

their hard-earned

money grow and
last a lifetime

USHARAL .

8 longevxty increases — people

' today live to. 80 and 90 years,

financial security becomes a

< major problem. It is more so for

B those with no government pen-

smm to ifall'back on and no CGHS (Central
goverhment health' scheme): facilities for
medxcal hélp. *Social sécurity, which :sees
people throughitheir old age in the. UK and
other western, countries, does not exist in .
India. In fact the old-age pension and the
widow's pe sion, which varies frofi Rs 150
to Rs 750 4 month, are grossly inadequate. '
thg joint famlly crumbles, the old val-

ues of |caring for| dada/dadi and. nana/nam
b_ p?;m‘mg Many childrén afe moying'

ig cities, for work an% bthers

O'm ; !

Vyzhgre famlhes have st%yed together and
still'care for, each other, inSécurities are less.
Miloh} 70, is a retired journalist and the
eldest of three brothers and two sisters, Two
of his siblings have retired - one from abank
and the other from a public sector company.

'~ Asister and brother are still in service. All of

“them, including the sisters who never mar-
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