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DEMENTIA ACTION WEEK 
Statement 

HON TIM CLIFFORD (East Metropolitan) [6.24 pm]: I rise tonight to speak because it was World Alzheimer’s Day 
on Monday and this week is Dementia Action Week—from 21 to 27 September, which is Sunday. I thought I might 
raise this because it is personal for me. Allow me to compose myself if I lose my words. Currently in Australia 
459 000 people live with dementia. Without a major medical breakthrough, 1 076 000 people will be suffering 
from dementia by 2058. Those suffering early onset dementia, under the age of 65 number 27 800, and will number 
41 250 by 2058. 
I thought I would raise this because it is personal for me. My father suffers from dementia. I was not aware for quite 
some time that my father was suffering from dementia, but in hindsight, given some of the things he was suffering 
from, I should have picked up on the signs. They are easy to overlook because we live with these people every day. 
My father, being a stubborn old Irishman, found every trick in his book to ensure that it was hidden and that we 
did not worry about him because he cared about not being a trouble to or a burden on anyone. The other issue is that 
there is a real stigma around dementia and it is something we need to talk about a lot more. By sharing his story 
through my position, it can help other people to come forward and break through the barriers around the stigma. 
Before it affected me personally, I thought it was something people got when they were old—our grandfather or 
grandmother slowly lose their memory—and that these things happen with age. 
However, through a long process last year, which, to be honest, was a real nightmare for my family, I found that it is 
something that affects people from all walks of life. It does not affect just the person directly but also the people around 
them. In May last year, while I was in a briefing, my sister contacted me to say that my father had stopped answering 
the phone. It was very difficult. It happened a couple of times. A couple of times he missed the train. On one occasion, 
when I rushed down to the house, I had to break into the house because I thought: maybe he had had a heart attack. 
Luckily he had not. When he got off the train, he said, “What are you worried about? I just got off at the wrong stop.” 
These are the sorts of things that were happening. However, last May he stopped answering the phone and his condition 
declined rapidly. He now suffers from vascular dementia, which is brought on by vascular issues, usually through 
stroke and hypertension—high blood pressure. When someone initially suffers this, they usually miss things such as 
taking medication—their blood pressure tablets. As a result, their issues cascade to the point at which they need help. 

When I went to the house, dad was clearly not with it. He was out of it, so emergency bells rang for us and we had 
to get him into care. We had to navigate a system that is not built to help people in a short amount of time. My sister 
and I—my sister is a single parent—managed to get him into a hospital. It took a matter of weeks to get a diagnosis, 
and without a diagnosis they cannot be placed in a transitional care facility. To be placed in a transitional care facility, 
they go through a stepped out process and it takes quite some time to get them into the right care that they need. 
Through this process, I found that I am a person in a privileged position and I am a person who can access the people 
who know what to do. But there are thousands of people across this country, in our community, who do not have 
a person they can get to on the phone and they do not have people who work in the public health system that they 
can lean on to give them advice. They find themselves stranded because they are navigating a system that in some 
ways is not resourced enough and in some ways is not as friendly as it should be towards those families because of 
the stigma I talked about. Because it is something that affects so many people, it is almost as though it is an issue 
in plain sight that is very difficult to deal with. One of the reasons it is very difficult to deal with is we do not yet 
have a cure and we are very far off having a cure. 

We eventually got my father into a transitional care facility. It took us weeks to find him a place to stay but he is 
currently in care. He requires long-term care because he did a runner from the hospital, which was an adventure, 
because he was confused. He needs full-time, 24-hour care. This happened very rapidly, within a matter of months, 
and the strain that it put on my family was immense. It still is immense. It is something that we have to deal with 
every week. Dementia is something that I think is important and we need to talk more about because it affects so 
many people in our community. In our positions, we need to make sure that the stigma of dementia is broken because 
it will hit more people in our community and, judging by these numbers, it will double within the next 30 to 40 years 
and that is something that will be devastating for our community. We need to do more about it. 

Thank you for giving me the time tonight. We really need to reach out to the people who need care immediately 
because right now there is a family like mine, who went through a panic and had to navigate a system that is not built 
to be user-friendly and that is happening to hundreds of people out in the community right now. The people around 
the person who has dementia are impacted as well and we need to make sure that those people are looked after. 
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