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The invisible victims of opiate abuse
BY MEG HASKELL
BDN STAFF

The explosion of opiate abuse
and addiction in Maine cuts across
all demographics, including age,
race, gender, income, education
and geography. But often over-
looked in reports on the crisis are
Maine’s older citizens, the rapidly
growing population of people in
their 50s, 60s and older, whose
lives also have been affected by ad-
diction to opiates, including pre-
scription painkillers and heroin.

An October 2015 report by the
Maine Office of Substance Abuse
showed that older adults make up
a significant percentage of emer-
gency overdose cases. According
to the report, of the 2,947 drug
overdoses responded to by emer-
gency medical providers in 2014,
494 cases, or 17 percent, involved
individuals age 56 and older. Nal-
oxone, the lifesaving medication
that can reverse the lethal effects
of an opiate overdose, was admin-
istered to 193 individuals 55 or
older, or about 23 percent of total
Naloxone administrations.

Despite the representation of
older Mainers in these numbers,

the report showed that people age
50 and older account for only
about 4 percent of admissions to
Maine opiate treatment programs.

Coming of agewith drugs
Baby boomers, the generation

born between 1946 and 1964, are at
especially high risk for develop-
ing drug dependency and addic-
tion, according to Lenard Kaye,
director of the University of
Maine Center on Aging. While re-
liable comparative data are hard
to come by, Kaye said there are
“disturbing trends” emerging na-
tionally and in Maine. According
to self-reported and professional
surveys, he said, the incidence of
opioid dependence in individuals
age 55 and older has more than
doubled over the past 10 years. As
with the rise in drug abuse gener-
ally, the reasons are layered.

First, “the boomers have a life-
time history of being risk-takers,”
Kaye said, a generational tenden-
cy that is playing out in high
rates of alcohol consumption and
recreational drug use well into
maturity and beyond.

But not all drug-dependent baby
boomers develop addiction

through the intentional misuse of
illicit and illegal opiates. In addi-
tion, Kaye said, “unlike their par-
ents and grandparents, boomers
have grown up in a society where
the use of prescription drugs has
increased dramatically,” as a rou-
tine element of health care. Ameri-
cans have come to expect the quick
fix of pharmaceuticals to provide
immediate relief from pain, anxi-
ety and other conditions, he said.
And doctors, under pressure to see
as many patients as possible dur-
ing the clinical day, have obliged
by prescribing ever more powerful
drugs, including dangerously ad-
dictive painkillers, such as Oxy-
Contin, instead of proposing more
complex alternatives.

Too often, Kaye said, doctors
and other prescribers fail to teach
patients how to safely use and
then discontinue and dispose of
these medications or to warn
them about interactions with
other drugs, the potential for theft
and diversion for illicit use and
the possibility of addiction. The
result is a plethora of addictive
drugs for individual use, bottles of
unused and outdated medicines in
home medicine cabinets and a

flood of illicit prescription medi-
cations on the street.

“The responsibility is really on
the physicians, who unfortunately
continue prescribing these drugs at
unprecedented rates,” Kaye said.

An ‘exponential’ increase
in prescribing

In testimony presented late last
month before the U.S. Senate Spe-

cial Committee on Aging, which
is chaired by U.S. Sen. Susan Col-
lins of Maine, Dr. Steve Diaz, se-
nior vice president and CEO of
MaineGeneral Health in Augusta,
said changes in clinical and regu-
latory standards are at least par-
tially responsible for an “expo-
nential” increase in the prescrib-
ing of opiates.

On the clinical front, Diaz said,

Can diet
reduce
the risk of
dementia?
BY DR. CLIFFORD SINGER
SPECIAL TO THE BDN

For several years, researchers
have been publishing evidence
that certain foods contain nutri-
ents that slow processes in the
cells of the body that lead to de-
generation and disease in both re-
search animals and human popu-
lations.

Numerous studies have shown
that people who consume foods
that make up a “Mediterranean
diet” had reduced risk of memory
impairment or dementia from Al-
zheimer’s disease. The Mediterra-
nean diet relies on olive oil as the
main dietary fat, along with high
consumption of green, leafy vege-
tables, legumes, fruits, nuts and
fish. Previous studies of the Medi-
terranean diet provide evidence of
an association between diet and
better performance on cognitive
tests in older adults, but they do
not prove cause and effect. For ex-
ample, people who eat more fruits
and vegetables may also exercise
more, have more education,
smoke less or have other reasons
to be healthier in old age. We’ve
been waiting for studies that don’t
just look at diet and current cog-
nitive function, but instead look
at diet and memory and cognition
over time while controlling for
the other variables besides diet
that might affect brain aging.

The Mediterranean diet had
previously been shown to pre-
serve cognitive function over time
in one randomized, prospective
trial, but the effect was slight and
the study was not designed to de-
tect reduced risk of dementia. We
now have a study that provides
more convincing evidence. Mar-
tha Clare Morris and colleagues
at Rush University Memory and
Aging Project in Chicago have re-
cently published the results of one
of the first prospective studies of
diet and development of dementia.
They followed 923 participants
(ages 58 to 98 years) for an aver-
age of 4.5 years and analyzed how
well their diets conformed to ei-
ther a Mediterranean diet or a
diet designed to control high
blood pressure. Based on previous
work, they knew that if a person
reported more consumption of
brain-healthy foods on a validated
questionnaire, they performed
better on cognitive tests. In this
new study, they actually followed
people over time to see who devel-
oped cognitive decline and demen-
tia due to Alzheimer’s disease.
Whether or not a person’s cogni-
tive decline or dementia was
caused by Alzheimer’s disease
was determined by well-validated
criteria.

The Rush University Memory
and Aging Project group did not
randomly assign people to a cer-
tain type of diet, but did assess
how closely participants’ diets
conformed to either the Mediter-
ranean diet, a high blood pressure
diet called Dietary Approaches to

In life and
lilacs, less is
sometimes
more

One thing I love about the
home I share with Doug-
las is its visual spareness.
This old house is solid

and well-proportioned, but it is ut-
terly plain. It sits on a bare rise
above the narrow road, wide open
to the wind and weather. The sun
pours in at every
window. At night
the stars spin
overhead unob-
structed.

We both appre-
ciate the honesty
and openness of
this unadorned
property, as well
as the low-mainte-
nance benefits of
having few trees, shrubs or fussy
gardens to deal with. That said,
we do enjoy tending to our limited
plantings.

This unusually balmy winter
has inspired Douglas to prune the
old apple trees beside the drive-
way. He’s been out there the past
few weekends, up on a ladder and
climbing around in the gnarled
trees themselves, sawing off dead
limbs, lopping away gangly
branches and nipping off hun-
dreds of spindly suckers that use
up valuable water and soil nutri-
ents without producing any fruit.

For the most part, I’ve been
keeping an eye on him from the
warmth of the kitchen, grateful
for his efforts and content to feed
the woodstove and work the cross-
word. But last Sunday, I picked
up some pruning tools and joined
him. Not in the apples though —
my destination was the old lilac at
the edge of the dooryard.

Like any New Englander worth
her salt, I love a lilac. The spicy
fragrance of the blossoms is the
essence of spring to me, channel-
ing all the sweetness and promise
of the end of winter. Douglas, who
is more practical, points out that
lilacs take up a lot of space, flower
only for a week or so, produce no
fruit and aren’t much to look at
for most of the year. It seemed
clear he would just as soon be rid
of this particularly unkempt spec-
imen and plant a fruit tree in its
place. So when he assigned the
lilac into my keeping late last fall,
I knew I had to make it shine.

This particular bush is at least
50 years old, maybe twice that. It
has been badly cut back a few
times, long ago, but mostly just ter-
ribly neglected. As a result, it was
loaded with dead wood, awkward
angles, unproductive branches and
those ubiquitous suckers. It was
not lovely, generally, to look upon.
It was a hazard and a nuisance
when we mowed. But, oh, those
fleeting, fragrant flowers!

I don’t have much experience
with pruning. So before I marched
out with my loppers, I watched a
six-minute YouTube video from
the University of Maine Coopera-
tive Extension Service. If I were
raising prize lilacs for show, this
short lesson would not be suffi-
cient. But for salvaging the be-
draggled shrub in my dooryard, it
was perfect.
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Lillian Crocker (from left), Diana Lindsay, Ruth Carter, Dottie Bridges and Marilyn Doble listen to Frederick
“Kim” Chatfield (not shown) talk about his therapy pig, Snuffles, during a visit to the Phillips-Strickland
House in Bangor on Tuesday, which was National Pig Day.
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‘Therapy
pig’

delights
seniors

BY MEG HASKELL
BDN STAFF

The arrival of Miss Snuffles,
the therapy pig, on Tuesday
morning at a local assisted
living facility was met with

much anticipation. About 20 se-
nior women, residents of the Phil-
lips-Strickland House, watched
with rapt attention as the 185-
pound porker — a household pet
with the manners of a well-
trained dog — made her leisurely
way across the hardwood parquet
of the dining room floor and into
the circle of chairs in the adjacent
activities room.

“Isn’t she beautiful!” “She’s got-
ten bigger since last time.” “Well,
hello, darling!” the ladies crooned
as the 4-year-old American potbel-
ly pig wandered into their midst,
accompanied by her handlers,
Kim and Debbie Chatfield of
Rockport. The reminiscing com-
menced almost immediately.

“Oh, we had all kinds of ani-
mals on the farm, but I always
liked the pigs best,” said 94-year-
old Fran Dembicki, who said she
grew up in Benedicta. She sported
pig-themed socks for the occasion
of Snuffles’ visit.

Once, Dembicki recalled with a
huge smile, she persuaded her fa-
ther to let her bottle-feed a runt
piglet in the house until it grew
strong and was able to join its lit-
termates back in the barn.

“I didn’t want it to die,” she
said.

Snuffles, more sure-footed with
her trotters on the small square of
carpet in the center of the ring of
chairs than on the slippery wood
floor, took a while to summon her
social skills, but before long she
was obligingly making the

rounds. She delicately accepted
small bits of raw carrot to munch,
swished her wispy tail and al-
lowed the admiring residents to
stroke her bristled jowls and
scratch her hairy back.

“This is her excavator muscle,”
Kim Chatfield said, gently slap-
ping the pig’s massive neck. He
explained that Snuffles uses her
neck muscles to power her nose
when she roots and digs in the
dirt. “She can plow up 6 inches of
ground in about a second,” he
said proudly. “But that nose is
also an incredibly sensitive
organ.”

Chatfield said that pigs have a
phenomenal sense of smell that
enables them, for example, to de-
tect the subtle, musky aroma of a
valuable truffle fungus under the
ground.

The residents listened carefully
and peppered Chatfield with ques-
tions, all the while laughing and
smiling and exchanging small an-
ecdotes as they watched the pig.

Ruth Carter, 95, grew up on a
farm in Etna and raised her own
children there, too.

“We had pigs and cows and
horses,” she said. “And goats and
sheep. I miss the farm.”

Carter watched Snuffles with a
wistful smile. “I wish I could go
back there sometime.”

Visits from therapy animals —
more typically dogs and cats than

pigs — have become a mainstay of
long-term care facilities in recent
years, and are widely touted for
their beneficial effect on residents
and staff alike.

However, despite anecdotal
benefits, there is little scientific
evidence that the presence of ther-
apy dogs or other critters actually
enhances the well-being of hospi-
tal patients or residents of long-
term care facilities. But the prac-
tice is growing in popularity, fu-
eled by the warm, nonscientific
enthusiasms of people like the
residents at the Phillips-Strick-
land House.

Although many pets and their
handlers go through extensive
training, Chatfield clarified,
Snuffles is not an officially certi-
fied therapy animal. But she is so
clean, well-behaved and gener-
ates such delight wherever she
goes that she has been a welcome
and repeated guest at many area
residential facilities, including
the Maine Veterans Home in
Bangor and some elementary
schools.

Linda Nickerson, activities di-
rector at Phillips-Strickland, says
well-behaved animal visitors are
always welcome at the facility.

“Many seniors who move in
here have had to leave beloved
pets behind, giving them to a fam-
ily member or a friend to care
for,” Nickerson said. “So inviting
animals in here to visit gives our
residents some special bonding
time with animals again.”
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Snuffles the therapy pig visits residents at Phillips-Strickland House in
Bangor on Tuesday, which was National Pig Day.
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OxyContin pills on a counting tray at Miller Drug in Bangor.

See Haskell, Page C2

See Opiate, Page C7

See Singer, Page C2

Watch the video
bangordailynews.com


