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Edmonton – Student Advocates for Public Health (SAPH) gathered today, on this year’s National              
Caregiver Day, to host a public forum calling for enhanced community engagement opportunities             
for people living with dementia and their caregivers in Alberta. 
 
“In public health, we are aware that individuals living with dementia and their caregivers are more                
at risk for becoming socially isolated. As a society, we have a responsibility to change our                
behaviour and environment, to ensure these individuals are able to remain active and valuable              
members of their communities,” said Shelby Johnson, member of SAPH.  
 
SAPH is calling on the Government of Alberta to recognize the rights of caregivers of people                
living with dementia to remain active and valuable members of their community, protected under              
a provincial Caregiver Recognition Act. Furthermore, we recommend that by 2020, every            
municipality in Alberta: implements a fully funded, dementia-friendly transportation service that           
is accessible to people living with dementia and their caregivers; and provides completely funded,              
dementia caregiver support groups in their communities. 
 
The Government of Alberta has made efforts to address the needs of caregivers and people living                
with dementia. Originally released on December 17, 2017, the Alberta Dementia Strategy and             
Action Plan states four outcomes focused on people living with dementia. Outcome 2 emphasizes              
that “Albertans living with dementia and their caregivers are supported in communities.”            
However, unpaid family caregivers need more than support.  
 
They need recognition for the valuable care they provide for people living with dementia. “They               
give up jobs as the care needs increase over time. They give up more and more time, more and                   
more energy, and even their health as the years of care go by,” said Donna Wilson, Professor in                  
the Faculty of Nursing at the University of Alberta.  
 
Remaining connected with the community promotes mental health and reduces social isolation.            
However, accessing transportation can be quite challenging and often does meet the unique needs              



of individuals with dementia and their caregivers. Why provide services and support if no one can                
get to them? Existing transportation services often do not have drivers skilled in dealing with               
people living with dementia.  
 
“Now is the time to act to acknowledge and address the growing impact of dementia on our                 
communities. One way to achieve this is to enhance community engagement opportunities for             
caregivers and people living with dementia by providing dementia-friendly transportation services           
and increasing access to caregiver support groups,” said Julia Kurzawa, member of SAPH.  
 
Unpaid dementia caregivers have the challenge of managing the long term and changing needs of               
people living with dementia, without having adequate knowledge of the disease or support from              
others. “We are not taught how to deal with a person who asks the same question over and over                   
again or who you cannot have a continuous conversation with,” said Lee Cardwell, dementia              
caregiver, advocate, and author of the book Dementia in the Family.  
 
Caregiver support groups allow caregivers to share their lived experiences and invaluable            
knowledge with one another. “Although providing care to family members with dementia can be              
challenging, it can also be a life-giving experience,” said Natalie Wittmeier, member of SAPH.              
When we do not adequately support our caregivers, it has a detrimental impact on people’s quality                
of life and our healthcare system.  
 
It is important to recognize that dementia is not a normal part of aging. Dementia is a group of                   
progressive brain diseases that includes symptoms such as a decline in memory and changes in               
speech patterns and ability to perform daily activities. Approximately 40, 000 Albertans currently             
live with dementia, and by 2038, an estimated 1 in 10 Albertans over the age of 65 will be living                    
with the disease. As of today, there is no cure. 
 
Student Advocates for Public Health is a team of graduate students at the University of Alberta.                
The team’s mission is to advocate for public policies that promote health and wellness. We               
celebrate and recognize all caregivers; not only today, the first Tuesday of April, on National               
Caregiver Day, but everyday. 
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