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Meals onWheels struggles as need rises
BY MEG HASKELL
BDN STAFF

Meals on Wheels, the popular
program that delivers free, nutri-
tious meals to homebound se-
niors, is struggling to meet a
surge in demand in eastern
Maine.

“If you called and asked for this
service, I would have to tell you
I’m very sorry, but there’s a wait-
ing list,” said Rob Crone, director
of nutrition and auxiliary servic-

es at Eastern Area Agency on
Aging in Bangor, which adminis-
ters the program. “We just don’t
have any money.”

According to EAAA reports, in
the fiscal year that ended on Sept.
30, the agency delivered nearly
85,000 meals to 804 homebound
residents in the territory it serves
— Penobscot, Piscataquis, Wash-
ington and Hancock counties.
That’s about twice as many as in
the previous fiscal year, said
Crone.

“And it could easily double in
the coming year,” he said.
Maine’s rapidly aging population
ensures a growing demand for the
meals program, he said, “and this
economy is just not good for se-
niors.”

People ages 60 and over may
qualify for Meals on Wheels if
they are homebound and not able
to prepare their own meals. There
is no income requirement. Feder-
al guidelines prohibit agencies
from charging for the meals, but

some, including EAAA, encour-
age a per-meal “donation” for cli-
ents who can afford it.

Few clients actually donate
anything for their meals, Crone
said, and those who do are unable
to pay much. Donations vary
widely by county, from an aver-
age of $0.13 per meal in Washing-
ton County to an average of $2.04
per meal in Penobscot County.

There are already 20 people on
a waiting list at EAAA, and Crone
expects the names to mount up

rapidly. “Sometimes they’ll have
a relative who can help them with
meals,” Crone said. “But seniors
often don’t want to ask family for
personal help because they don’t
want to be seen as a burden.”

EAAA executive director No-
elle Merrill said federal funding
for Meals on Wheels — including
the cost of food, preparation and
delivery — has been flat since
2004. Her overall budget for the
program is $1.2 million, including

Support
your
aging
digestion

We are all familiar with
the slowing of our
bodily processes as we
age. As early as our

50s and 60s, we may find our re-
flexes slow down, we get winded
faster, and printed words get
smaller and blurrier.

There is anoth-
er system that is
affected by the
aging process —
our digestion.
This is unfortu-
nately a “double
whammy” be-
cause our bodies
tend to lose the
ability to digest
and absorb the
important nutrients that keep us
healthy and, paradoxically, slow
the aging process.

One of the most important
parts of our digestion is the acid
made by the stomach. It has many
purposes, including breaking
down proteins, destroying poi-
sons, killing bacteria and para-
sites and helping absorb minerals
such as calcium. When acid pro-
duction slows down, the whole di-
gestive process is impaired. There
is some evidence that acid produc-
tion decreases as we age, and we
know for sure it is reduced by a
poor diet, chronic stress, disease
and some medications.

When digestive acid production
is not up to par, it can affect the
whole system. If the stomach is
not doing its job, it passes undi-
gested food on to the intestine,
where it can cause bloating, gas,
constipation, loose stools and
other problems.

But the biggest problem caused
by low stomach acid occurs in the
stomach itself. The lack of acid
prevents the food from digesting
properly, causing it to be retained
in the stomach longer. This is ir-
ritating to the lining of the stom-
ach, leading to heartburn, also
known as gastroesophageal reflux
disease, or GERD.

Of course, millions of Ameri-
cans intentionally reduce their
acid production through the use
of drugs — the “purple pills” you
see advertised. And while this ap-
proach does ease the pain of
GERD and heartburn, it actually
worsens the underlying problem.
This is why many patients need
higher doses of these meds over
time. I have seen some patients
who are on two different acid
blocker meds and still need to use
an antacid with meals. The prob-
lem is not that their stomach is
making too much acid but that
the linings of their stomachs are
so inflamed they cannot handle
what little acid they do make
when they eat.

There are other ways of ad-
dressing this problem without re-
sorting to drugs. For many pa-
tients, the stomach inflammation
has to be reduced first. This can
be done with treatments such as
acupuncture, supplements and di-
etary changes. This not only eases
the pain of heartburn, it actually
helps the stomach to heal. It also
can improve the function of the
valve at the top of the stomach,
which can eliminate GERD.

Once the inflammation is down,
we slowly introduce a supplement
that supplies hydrochloric acid,
along with some digestive en-
zymes. This “replacement thera-
py” helps restore stomach acid
levels so the food is better digest-
ed. Patients notice not only that
their heartburn and reflux im-
proves, but also that often lower
digestive symptoms such as loose
stools, bloating and constipation
resolve as well. And when their

Match.com
saved
me from
my fears

ANext reader emailed me
recently, asking about on-
line dating. Is it safe, she
wondered? Which sites

are best for midlife singles? Would
I share my experience, now that
I’m out the other side and happily
partnered up?

To tell the
truth, I’m a bit of
an evangelist for
online dating. Not
only because it’s
how I met Doug-
las, who is now
my husband, but
because the over-
all experience
was, for me, very
affirming. I’m
glad to share my thoughts about
it. I’ll start at the beginning.

I started checking out Match.
com in 2009, before my divorce
was final. I’m a little embarrassed
to admit how desperate I felt at
that time, how afraid I was of the
possibility that I might end up
alone. I had visions of myself as
an eccentric old crone with too
many cats, living in a shabby
third-floor walkup, frightening
the neighbors with my outfits.
“Poor rejected thing,” they would
murmur to one another, pulling
their small children close as I
shambled by. “I hear she was once
the Maine Journalist of the Year.”

This was absurd, of course. Not
the idea that I might not ever
enter into another intimate rela-
tionship — that was entirely pos-
sible — but that I would be
brought so low and become so
dysfunctional just because my
marriage had ended. My mar-
riage, my family and our home to-
gether had been essential compo-
nents of my healthy self-identity
for many years. But I also had a
meaningful career, hobbies,
friends, commitments, supportive
adult children and a roof over my
head. I was 56, educated, healthy
and solvent. Compared to a lot of
women who go through an un-
wanted and unanticipated di-
vorce, I was in pretty good shape.

Still, I was terrified. I felt com-
pelled to look for a new partner.
Maybe it was just to see if it could
be done, if I could still call up that
old, come-hither mojo after all the
wear and tear of a 30-year mar-
riage and raising two sons. Or
maybe it was the honest self-
knowledge that I am a better, hap-
pier, more productive person
when I’m in a healthy relation-
ship. In either case, since there
were few eligible men in my so-
cial network I could imagine dat-
ing, much less getting serious
with, online seemed like the best
place to look.

I spent a few long, wine-forti-
fied evenings with my computer,
filling in the Match.com question-
aire and crafting a personal essay
about myself and the kind of man
I hoped to meet. I tried to be hon-
est about everything — my age,
my weight, my shortcomings, my
dreams — without being too hard
on myself, too dead-serious. I was
careful not to say anything that
would make it easy for someone to
figure out who I was, where I
lived or where I worked.

I chose a username — “Insomni-
ac” came to mind, given my chron-
ic lack of sleep, but it was already
taken. Feeling clever, I altered it to
“Insomainiac” to reference my
Maine-based identity and not
thinking that it might alarm poten-
tial suitors. I located a few recent
photos in which I looked pretty
good but still like myself — noth-
ing suggestive or revealing. And
one Saturday evening, after toss-
ing back a glass of chablis and pay-
ing a modest membership fee, I
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Successiondilemma

BY MEG HASKELL
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When Dennis Marble took the
reins at the Bangor Area Home-
less Shelter in January 1996, it
was just a job — a way to make
ends meet.

“This was a not a mission-driv-
en decision,” he said in a recent
interview. “I really just needed to
earn a paycheck.”

But 20 years later, as he pre-
pares to retire as executive direc-
tor at the end of this year, his per-
spective has changed.

“This job has challenged me to
use everything I know,” Marble
said. “I have had to look inside,
define my governing values and
identify who I was serving. And
for me, that means serving the
community just as much as it
means serving anyone who comes
to our doors.”

Marble, 66, is among scores of
gray-haired Maine nonprofit lead-
ers who are expected to retire in
coming months and years, mak-
ing room for big changes in mis-
sion-driven organizations sup-
porting human services, the arts,
education, health care, the envi-
ronment and other public con-
cerns.

The figures in Maine track na-
tional percentages, but Maine’s
fragile economy and its status as
the oldest state in the nation con-
fer extra significance. With about

6,500 nonprofits in Maine employ-
ing one in every seven Mainers,
experts say the shift in leadership
could have wide-ranging social
and economic repercussions.

According to a 2015 study by
the organization Third Sector
New England, almost 43 percent
of Maine’s nonprofit leaders are
in the 55 to 64 age group and an-
other 13 percent are 65 and older.
Almost 30 percent expect to leave
their positions within the next
two years, and another 35 percent
between three and five years from
now.

Challenges and
opportunities

Jeff Wahlstrom, 58, founder and
president of Starboard Leadership
Consulting in Bangor, says this
changing of the nonprofit guard
presents both challenges and op-
portunities to retiring leaders and
the governing boards they work
with.

“Transition provides the oppor-
tunity to look at things with fresh
eyes and new energy,” he said,
but responsible organizations
must plan ahead to make the best
of a change in leadership.

Medium and small organiza-
tions face the greatest challenge
in succession planning, Wahl-
strom said, since larger nonprof-
its such as hospitals, universities
and research institutions typical-

ly have more people in leadership
positions and highly engaged
boards, making them better posi-
tioned to launch a search or pro-
mote from within when a leader
retires.

By contrast, many smaller non-
profits are still led by their ideals-
driven, baby-boom founders.

“This is the generation that
was going to change the world,”
said Wahlstrom, 58. “They have
brought incredible passion and
tireless dedication to their organi-
zations, often for low pay. But
they haven’t always done a great
job of building internal leadership
capacity below them or in other
ways preparing their organiza-
tions for a transition in leader-
ship.”

He said nonprofits caught off
guard by a change in leadership
may come under new scrutiny
from funding organizations, in-
cluding public sources and pri-
vate foundations.

“Funders are concerned that
organizations are not preparing
for the transition to new leader-
ship,” he said. “They may have
developed a great relationship
with a strong, capable, very expe-
rienced leader, but one day they
look at this gray-haired person
sitting across the table from them,
and they can’t help but wonder
what comes next.”

The challenge is greatest for

As baby boomers retire,
Maine nonprofitsmust reinvent themselves
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