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Delving into the fathomless

UB, Buffalo General centralize effort for inroads against Alzheimer's

By Charity Vogel 

Updated: February 2, 2012, 10:09 PM 

Some walk out to the garage, climb into the car, and forget how to drive. Others mistake basement doors for bedrooms or bathrooms, and fall badly when they step into thin air.  Still others repeatedly do the same tasks over and over: tidying, rearranging, moving items from one room to another.

Friends and family notice these behaviors -- even when the subjects themselves do not.

"Everybody in the room knows my wife has dementia," one Town of Tonawanda man said, "except her."

All over Western New York, people of all ages and backgrounds are struggling with the onset of Alzheimer's disease, its steady advancement, and its slow and often bitter end.  Local experts estimate 55,000 people in the eight-county region have Alzheimer's.  Beyond Alzheimer's, still more people are coping with dementia and memory disorders that make day-to-day living an extraordinary challenge.

Now the critical needs of that population -- which may well grow in the future, as baby boomers age into their 60s, 70s and 80s -- have spurred efforts to create a new multidisciplinary center for Alzheimer's disease and memory disorder research and treatment in downtown Buffalo.

The Alzheimer's Disease and Memory Disorders Center, a project of UB's neurology department based in the Jacobs Neurological Institute in Buffalo General Hospital, opened for patients just a few months ago.

Szigeti heads center

The center is headed by a well-regarded Hungarian-born neurologist and neurogeneticist, Dr. Kinga Szigeti, who was recruited from Baylor College of Medicine in Houston to lead the project.  Observers say the center has the potential to achieve two ambitious goals:

** Making progress in the race to treat and perhaps someday even prevent Alzheimer's.

** Making life better for those locally who have the disease -- whether they know it yet, or not.

On a recent weekday, Szigeti strode through the halls and treatment rooms that comprise the new center on the second floor of Buffalo General. (Next fall, the center will be moved to the new Clinical and Translational Research Center being constructed on Goodrich and Ellicott streets downtown.)

UB has invested $450,000 in Szigeti's lab, a university spokeswoman said.  For Szigeti, 42, who did a residency in neurology at UB from 1998 to 2002, the return to Buffalo presents a challenge many would see as daunting.

Szigeti is not among them. She has confidence, as the center publicizes its presence and starts attracting patients for both treatment and participation in scientific research, that important work in the area of Alzheimer's care is about to be done in Buffalo.

"I trained here in Buffalo, so it was kind of like coming home for me," she said, while calling her time on the faculty at Baylor a "very good experience."  "I would like to model this new center after that," said Szigeti, who is also an assistant professor of neurology in the UB School of Medicine and Biomedical Sciences.

Szigeti's own research agenda revolves around finding and understanding genetic markers for Alzheimer's disease: the physical traces, such as extra or missing copies of certain genes in people with Alzheimer's compared with control groups. Her research possibly could help identify Alzheimer's as part of an individual's makeup long before symptoms arise.

Using genetics as tools for diagnosis would potentially allow patients to begin treatment much earlier -- and perhaps result in months, or even years, of extended health and good quality of life.

The UB neurology department has received private donations totaling more than $900,000 to support work on Alzheimer's and other neurodegenerative diseases, a spokeswoman at the university said.  The ultimate goal -- far down the road -- is not to just treat but to prevent Alzheimer's.  As Szigeti sees it, the territory is wide-open with possibility.

"It's an extremely difficult field. The brain is the most complex organ. Even if you could study it and break it down, ... it's a jungle," said Szigeti, who lives in Buffalo with her husband and three children. "And Alzheimer's disease is heterogeneous. We don't even know if it's one disease or many diseases."

About 5.4 million people in the United States are now living with Alzheimer's disease, according to the latest report from the national Alzheimer's Association, and an additional 14.9 million people are their unpaid caregivers.

Annual costs of caring for the disease across the country now approach $183 billion, according to association's data.  "It's such a public health burden," Szigeti said. "We can't give up."

A looming health crisis

Questions about what Szigeti calls the "jungle" of the brain -- and its connection to aging -- are important locally.  More than 1 in 3 people in the Buffalo Niagara region are 50 or older, U.S. census data shows. The proportion of the region's population ages 55 to 59 grew by 36 percent in the decade between 2000 and 2010, while the number of people between 60 and 64 climbed by 39 percent. Senior citizens here represent about 16 percent of the region's population. Nationwide, 1 in 8 people older than 65 is living with Alzheimer's.

"It's a looming public health crisis," said Leilani Joven Pelletier, executive director at the Western New York chapter of the Alzheimer's Association.  "No longer is our community going to be able to hide this away, in the dark and inside people's homes. It's going to show up in emergency rooms. It already has."

As these older residents age, observers said, their needs will drive much of what happens with the region's health care.  That will include a focus on memory problems and other brain-related illnesses, said leaders at Kaleida Health, the health care system that includes Buffalo General, the site of the new center.

"We in Buffalo have a very geriatric population," said Dr. Margaret W. Paroski, chief medical officer for Kaleida. "Obviously, we have a population that's at risk. And [Alzheimer's] is just so disabling. All diseases impact families, but Alzheimer's disease, more than anything else I can think of, really impacts families."

The new center is a good fit, with the focus on research and the development of innovative treatments at Buffalo General and in the medical corridor, Paroski said. Kaleida maintains a cooperative working relationship with the center, she said.

"We view the Buffalo General medical campus as an academic center -- and so we were looking for that partnership, in taking basic scientific research into things that can be tested and used to treat disease," she said.

In the six examination rooms at the center, doctors, nurses and social workers meet with patients one-on-one.

Testing 'functionality'

Typically, doctors said, there are three visits between the time a patient walks in the door and when a diagnosis is given.  An initial visit lasts two to three hours, including an hour with a doctor such as Szigeti, who sees about eight new patients a week. Doctors use a variety of tests to analyze how well the patient can think and remember, measuring the "functionality" of the brain.

Afterward, a "consensus conference" of the doctors, nurses and other experts at the center is held for staff to discuss the patient's case. After they agree on the diagnosis, the team meets with the patient to present the findings and discuss treatment options.

There is no cure for Alzheimer's, although there are five drugs marketed specifically as treatments for the disease.  "People are very scared to come in. They resist a little bit," Szigeti said. "By the third visit, I give them the diagnosis, and it's [almost] a relief."

In follow-up visits, the center's experts will look "for subtle changes in memory function," said Ralph H. Benedict, Ph.D., a UB professor of neurology, psychiatry and psychology.

The center works with the families and caregivers, as well.

"We ask that family members come along," Szigeti said. "But we always talk in front of the patient. We are not hiding anything."
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