
LIVING IN THE  
PRESENT TENSE 

By Isabel Soloaga

When my Granddad Mitchell died 
of dementia at 86, he still lived 

alone on the East Bay ranch he’d 
won in a bet after returning 
home from serving in WWII. He 
always refused to leave. That 

was home: sitting on the front 
porch, watching his horses and the 

hummingbirds. His life and death remind 
me to take my life into my own hands. 

I remember him vividly: a small glass of sherry in one hand, 
my 4-year-old index finger in the other. He taught me the best 
things in life: hard work, wine and horses. Cocoa, my grandpa’s 
black Tennessee Walking Horse with a white star on her 
forehead, became my first friend. 

As my grandfather lived out his last years, I worked as a trail 
guide in Napa. There, I helped 13 thick quarter horses shepherd 
tourists around the vineyards. Day in, day out: horses groomed, 
heavy leather saddles swung up, cinched, winos and day-
trippers strapped on, and away we went.

When my grandfather passed, I knew I needed a change. I 
missed a sense of fulfillment from my work. More than this,  
I knew horses to be teachers as well as friends. 

A Google search brought me to a Stanford research article 
about an organization that brings hope to individuals living  
with dementia through horses. I was struck, not only because 
the issues landed so close to my heart but because the article 
described quantifiable benefits for participants on the scientific
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CAPITOL REPORT
By Ruby Dehkharghani, M.S., AFA Director of Public Policy

The Alzheimer’s Foundation of America continues 
to advocate for legislative policies on Capitol Hill 
that benefit families impacted by Alzheimer’s and 
dementia. Last year we saw encouraging strides.

One of the most encouraging steps was the increase in government 
funding for Alzheimer’s disease research. Fiscal Year (FY) 2023 
appropriations included $3.74 billion dollars for Alzheimer’s 
research, a $266 million dollar increase from FY 2022. For FY 2024, 
that number grew by another $228 million. These funds allow the 
National Institutes of Health (NIH) to accelerate investment in 
collaborations that speed discovery, groundbreaking prevention 
trials, and the testing of new therapeutics. Research funding 
investments are critical in the fight against Alzheimer’s disease, 
and we are grateful that lawmakers from both parties continue to 
work together to deliver much needed funding increases.     

To eliminate unnecessary administrative barriers that create 
challenges for caregivers, Senator Ed Markey (D-MA) and 
Senator Shelley Moore Capito (R-WV) introduced the Alleviating 
Barriers for Caregivers (ABC) Act. The bipartisan legislation, 
which AFA supports, would require the Centers for Medicare 
& Medicaid Services (CMS) and Social Security Administration 
(SSA) to reduce administrative challenges for family caregivers 
by reviewing processes, procedures, forms and communications 
and reporting back to Congress on their findings.

To provide further support for family caregivers, AFA joined  
AARP and other advocacy organizations in calling for reforms 
that would allow Medicare to pay health care practitioners for 
time spent training family caregivers.

Legislation to increase early detection of cognitive impairment 
was reintroduced by Representative Linda Sanchez (D-CA) and 
Shelley Moore Capito (R-WV). The CHANGE Act would expand the 
cognitive impairment detection benefit during annual wellness 

visits to require the use of validated detection tools and 
documentation of the results in the patient’s medical record. 
Further, when a cognitive impairment is detected, physicians 
must refer the patient to an appropriate diagnostic service 
provider and other specified supports.

According to the National Institute on Aging, many people who 
are developing dementia or already have it do not receive a 
diagnosis. Studies found that more than 50% of patients with 
dementia had not received a clinical cognitive evaluation by 
a physician, and that physicians were unaware of cognitive 
impairment in more than 40% of their cognitively impaired 
patients. Delays in detection and diagnosis prevent individuals 
from accessing vital services and therapeutics that are more 
effective in the early stages of dementia.  

AFA continues to advocate for legislation focused on Alzheimer’s 
disease research and caregivers in the 2024 legislative session. 
Together with the aforementioned legislation, our current 
agenda includes supporting the NAPA Reauthorization Act, which 
emphasizes the importance of healthy aging, and the Connecting 
Caregivers to Medicare Act, which would make it easier for family 
caregivers to get the information they need to maximize their 
Medicare coverage benefits. Furthermore, we remain committed 
to learning more about the GUIDE program (Guiding an Improved 
Dementia Experience Model), created through an executive order 
from President Biden, which aims to support people living with 
dementia and their unpaid caregivers — see page 19 for more 
details. This is scheduled to go live in July 2024.

Throughout 2024, AFA will continue working with officials in 
Washington towards progress in dementia-care policies with a 
specific focus on caregivers. Our first AFA on the Hill Day takes 
place May 23. Visit our website, alzfdn.org, to learn how you 
can participate.
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level. These included significantly lowered depression and 
anxiety in both people living with dementia and their care 
partners. I wanted to learn more.

I signed up to volunteer with the organization, Connected 
Horse. In the presence of the horses, I watched individuals  
who couldn’t speak when they arrived suddenly open up  
about their childhood experiences with horses. Shaky men  
and women living with dementia were leaving their walkers 
behind to groom, halter and lead horses. Somehow, the  
horses knew exactly what to do. They matched their hooved 
steps with their new leaders’ and moved gently with the 
participants. The more I saw, the more I was convinced the 
program was not only a critical intervention in the struggle  
with dementia but transformative at every level.

The program, the first of its kind, fills a gap in existing healthcare 
options for people living with dementia and the people who 
care for them. Where personal relationships and medical needs 
collide, there remains a sincere need for professional support. 
This is where the lessons from horses prove so powerful.

Horses live in the present tense, highly attuned to their 
surroundings. Without language, horses communicate  
complex emotions, form tight herd bonds and remain 
connected to their family throughout their lives. They are  
living proof that experiencing joy together can happen 
throughout our lives, and that even after language skills  
might be lost to a disease, it is still possible to connect 
meaningfully to those around us. 

“With Connected Horse, I could finally breathe, slow down 
and just be,” says my friend Tammy, who lives with early-onset 
dementia. “The horses knew that I needed them.” 

Like my grandfather, Tammy is living life on her own terms. 
An avid traveler, she is planning to visit Italy as soon as she 
completes her participation in a six-month research study on the 
impact of a vegan diet and exercise on early-onset dementia. 

“I refuse to let dementia define me,” Tammy says. “I’m still just me.” 

Connected Horse (connectedhorse.org) is a 
therapeutic equine program for persons affected 
by memory loss and their caregivers that began 
with two lifelong horsewomen and a clinical 
research trial at Stanford University. Now a 

national program, Connected Horse is headquartered in the San 
Francisco Bay Area with programming to reach individuals around 
the US and the world. 

Connected Horse offers free in-person workshops, programs for 
people at home or in adult daycare called “Barn At-Home,” and 
training in skills building, coaching, certification and continuing 
education through its Training Institute. It is also expanding with the 
Connected Horse Facilitator Training Academy that trains individuals 
at pre-existing facilities in evidence-based methods of interaction 
between horses and persons with memory loss.
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