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Older folks may grapple 
with abuse of substances 
By Rob Cullivan 
Staff writer 

Donna not only lost her husband when 
he died three years ago, but she lost her 
daily drinking partner as well. Donna, 75, 
lives in Greeqe. 

"At the time, it seemed perfectly OK," 
she said of the drinks she shared with her 
husband each day of their 35-year mar­
riage. "Neither of us seemed to have a 
problem." 

However, after he died, she began to in­
crease her drinking from more than one 
or two cocktails a day. 

"I was trying to medicate myself to deal 
with some of the grief," said Donna, who' 
asked that her surname not be used. 

At one point, Donna fell in her kitchen 
after having a drink, though she said she 
doesn't believe the alcohol affected her 
sense of balance. Another time, her 
daughters expressed concern about the 
effects drinking would have on her dri­
ving. 

"My children started getting worried," 
she said. 

Eventually, her two daughters became 
frustrated enough to tell her not to call 
them for any kind of help if she wasn't 
willing to face up to what they saw as her 
drinking problem. In an effort to "prove 
them wrong," she agreed to meet with 
Carol D'Agostino, director of the Geri­
atric Addictions Program for LIFESPAN, 
a not-for-profit private agency that serves 
older adults and their caregivers in Mon­
roe County. 

D'Agostino went to Donna's home, and 
after the two women assessed her situa­
tion, Donna agreed to try an alcohol 
detoxification program at home. This is 
the program's usual approach, ra ther 

than treatment in clinical settings, she 
said, noting that many seniors, like Don­
na, are reluctant to check into detoxifica­
tion centers. Indeed, Donna admitted she 
didn't want to go to such a center because 
her friends might think she was in>"with 
a bunch of druggies." 

Donna's daughters stayed with her for 
six days, and she used medication to help 
her cope with withdrawal symptoms. 
Sober since July 19, Donna said she has 
come to realize that she used alcohol to 
overcome not just her grief, but such 
"phobias" as her fear of riding elevators. 
She now attends meetings of both Alco­
holics Anonymous and group sessions at 
Unity Health System's Park Ridge Hospi­
tal in Greece. She said even though she 
still feels she's in denial about her prob­
lem at times, she has made progress living 
without alcohol. 

"It's getting easier," she said. 
The geriatric addictions program was 

started in April with a grant from the 
Daisy Marquis Foundation. The program 
was the brainchild of several community 
agencies that serve die elderly. LIFESPAN 
was chosen to be die overseeing agency 
because of its central role in the profes­
sional community that serves seniors. 
Among its many services, LIFESPAN col­
laborates with Catholic Family Center in 
Rochester on Eldersource, an informa­
tional and referral service for elderly peo­
ple and caregivers (716/325-2800). 

D'Agostino said the addictions pro­
gram is serving as a pilot that New York 
state is monitoring. It currendy serves 25 
clients. In targeting the elderly, the pro­
gram is helping a population generally 
not associated with substance abuse in die 
public mind, she noted. 
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problems at work," D'Agostino said. 
"These people are pretty much hidden in 
our community." 

For example, she said, many seniors 
with addictions are people who may have 
been drinking moderately all their lives, 
but increase their drinking after the death 
of a spouse. 

"These people don ' t set out be alco­
holics or addicts," D'Agostino said. 
"They're just trying to survive." 

She added that alcohol combined with 
many of the medications seniors take can 
have ill effects on their health, and that 
many seniors are unaware of the dangers 
of mixing alcohol and medications. Ad­
ditionally, she said, many seniors who are 
admitted to emergency rooms or who 
have surgery can suffer major complica­
tions if they fail to inform health-care 
workers they drink. 

"You can literally die from alcohol with­
drawal," she said. 

D'Agostino cited statistics that an esti­
mated 500,000 of all adults 60 and older 
in New York state abuse some substance. 
However, she said, only 9,500 of adults 55 
and older sought clinical substance abuse 
treatment in 1996 alone. Hence, few se­
niors are actually getting the help they 
need, she said. 

D'Agostino pointed out that her pro­
gram will refer clients to clinical treat­
ment when appropriate. However, the 
program's focus is on "harm reduction": 
not necessarily total abstinence from 
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drugs and alcohol, but reduction of their 
use among seniors so that they can func­
tion better than they may be when they 
misuse substances. 

In order to expand the geriatric addic­
tions program's outreach, D'Agostino 
said her program is working with Meals 
on Wheels, a program of Visiting Nurse 
Service in Webster, to obtain a federal 
grant to train volunteers to identify se­
niors they serve who may have addictions. 
If funded, the training would focus on vol­
unteers serving seniors in Irondequoit, 
Greece and Rochester. The program also 
plans to work with area clergy in a similar 
efforts. 

"Older adults might be more comfort­
able speaking to their pastor than in going 
to Park Ridge," she said. 

The program is a small drop in a buck­
et of treatment that seniors need right 
now, D'Agostino noted. She added that 
she is concerned because a new genera­
tion of seniors is on the horizon that 
came of age during the Vietnam War era 
when large numbers of people started us­
ing drugs other than alcohol. Already, she 
has worked with at least one senior crack 
cocaine addict, and there are more such 
drug-users among the elderly, she said. 

"We're not prepared to handle what we 
have, let alone this," she said. 

The health-care system has a limited 
ability to respond to the potentially large 
number of seniors using hard drugs, she 
noted. 

Fairport Baptist Homes Caring Ministries is pleased to announce 
the newest of its senior independent living services: 

Three residential ranch-style duplex apartment buikJings.Total: six units. 
Each unit will be 1,495 square feet and include 21/2 bedrooms/study. 

11/2 bathrooms, 11/2 car garage. Can be made handkapped adaptable. 
To be located at 1027 East Whitney Road in the Village of Fairport, 

directly across the street from Fakport Baptist Homes. 
Services available wffl include exterior and interior maintenance, 
access to activities at Fairport Baptist Homes, care management, 

EHerbus service. Entry fee and lease. 

For further Information, contact the Rev. Garth E. 
Brokaw, President and CEO, at 716.388.2300 (direct line 
phow), 711377.2620 (fax), gtorokawemncm.org (e-mail) 
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