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Area IX/Flathead County Agency on Aging Advisory Council 

MINUTES OF MEETING 7/23/2020 
 

Prepared by: Terri Vuicich 

Note: The meeting was held via conference call. 406-260-4949 

CALL TO ORDER: Lois Katz, Chair, called the meeting to order. 

PRESENT:  

• Members: Stan Harper, Commissioner Pam Holmquist, Lois Katz, and Jennifer Schaffner. 
• Staff: Lisa Sheppard (Director) and Terri Vuicich (VDC Care Coordinator) 

PUBLIC COMMENTS: There was no public comment. 

CHAIR OPENING REMARKS: Lois welcomed everyone back. 

APPROVAL OF MINUTES: Minutes were reviewed. Jennifer made the motion to approve the minutes. 
Lois seconded. All in favor. Motion passed. 

AOA DIRECTOR REPORT: 

• Coronavirus update/agency response – Lisa noted that new information impacts our COVID-19 
response almost daily. It’s a whole new world and we are putting measures in place for what we are 
facing now and if COVID is with us indefinitely: 

o We are still closed to walk-ins and are doing everything by phone. There is a possibility we 
will do some face-to-face appointments using masks and social distancing.  

o We never stopped offering in-home and assisted transportation services but some people 
asked to put their services on hold not wanting to risk exposure from an attendant. Many have 
now restarted service plus we’ve added new clients. As a result, we are at maximum hours we 
can offer given our budget.  

o Lois asked about where to access to daily updates on COVID. Lisa noted that locally it would 
be the Health Department, state level would be MTDPHHS, then the CDC for 
federal/national information and general guidance. You can find links to these as well as 
scam alerts on our website. AOA staff are also updating local services/resources related to 
COVID daily. It changes too often to put on the website, but people can call and get the latest 
information.  

o Lisa reported on the following updates at Eagle Transit:  
 Buses are running on the usual schedules since mid to late May after being shut down 

for a couple of months.  
 Paratransit/Dial-A-Ride has run without interruption; rides were down to about 20% 

of the pre-COVID demand but are back up to about 50% and still increasing. 
 Drivers wear masks, there are plexiglass shields between drivers and passengers, and 

they are using social distancing. Buses are being thoroughly cleaned more often with 
enhanced daily cleaning and sanitizing. 

o Agency on Aging Operations: 
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 We are as busy or busier than ever.  
 Telephone Reassurance: We have expanded the telephone reassurance program for 

those who feel isolated and desire a routine check-in.  
 Nutrition:  

o The dining rooms have been closed since mid-March. Diners were offered the 
option to switch to MOW (or frozen pick-ups).  

o MOW has expanded eligibility to include any older adult who is staying at home 
to mitigate their risk, even if they would normally be able to shop for or prepare 
meals themselves, as well as those who do not have access to the caregiver who 
would normally help them with meals. 

o There has been a significant increase in demand for meals (20% more than prior 
to shut down, including congregate meals) and we are on track to serve about 
100,000 meals for the year. 

o Lois asked if people still pick up meals. Lisa said they can pick up 5 at time. 
There are home delivered evening and weekend frozen meals and snack bags also 
which include non-perishable food and items like Ensure and toilet paper. 

o We were lucky to keep almost all of our MOW volunteers (as most are older 
adults themselves). We immediately implemented a “no contact” delivery 
protocol. We are also using disposable containers so drivers don’t have to pick up 
used ones. The downside is that the drivers use to stay and chat a while but they 
can’t now and that has been difficult for drivers and recipients alike. 

 Information & Assistance: We are conducting all information and referral contacts, 
Medicare counseling, benefits assistance and MOW intakes, as well as all contact with 
our Independent Living clients by phone and email. We’ve also put our Medicare 1010 
class online so people can view it at any time. Lisa noted we have been able to 
successfully serve almost everyone without in-person contact. We’ve only had one 
instance where we had to do a MOW intake at a person’s home as the person was too 
hard of hearing to communicate over the phone. 

o Medicare Open Enrollment begins in October. The COVID situation may change 
by then, but we are looking at how to best assist people remotely assuming older 
adults are still being advised to limit exposure to others. 

 VDC Program: We are still serving vets through the VDC program. However, the VA 
decided to suspend new admissions in mid-March while they revised the eligibility 
process. We understand admissions won’t resume until mid-August. 

 Senior Centers: All but the Kalispell Senior Center (KSC) continue to be closed to 
activities. KSC is using the South Campus for small groups and the County Kitchen at the 
Fairgrounds for larger groups (but they can’t use it in August). Lois asked about safety in 
the exercise classes with people breathing hard. Lisa agreed there is some risk but 
members are feeling isolated, lonely and depressed and the KSC Board determined the 
need outweighed the risk. COVID has dealt a crushing blow to many older adults (and 
people of all ages) in terms of mental health and there’s no perfect answer. 

 Ombudsman: Lois asked if there is an Ombudsman going out to visit residents in 
nursing and assisted living facilities. Lisa explained that ombudsmen are not allowed to 
go into facilities while they are closed to outside visitors because of the significant risk to 
residents, they are communicating with residents, facility staff and families by phone, 
email, Zoom, whatever way they can. They’re very busy right now, as COVID is taking a 
particular toll on this population, and tools are limited. Some facilities are trying to figure 
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out how to allow families to visit but it’s logistically difficult given the nature of 
congregate care. 

 Emergency Planning:  
o We received a grant from BCBS for $10,000 to assist older adults with their 

COVID-related needs. Given the studies showing older adults were unlikely to 
have emergency plans in place, we are going to use the funds to provide older 
adults with individualized emergency planning and a “go bag” of supplies. We’re 
hoping to begin reaching out to folks in the next month or so. Lois asked for an 
email and Lisa said she would send one out when we’re ready to start taking 
appointments and asked if members would help spread the word. 

o Lisa shared that we are also engaging in ongoing emergency planning for our 
agency should a staff member test positive for the virus. 
 Lois noted that testing done through the Health Department took over 

two weeks for results. She added that during a recent incident she 
received a number from her doctor’s office which turned out to be for 
Family Health. She got tested there and got the results in 48 hours. 

 Caregiver Support:  
o Lisa mentioned we are purchasing a new online caregiver support program and 

hope to have it available to clients shortly. 
o Staff are also completing training this month so we can offer the Powerful Tools 

for Caregivers Program in our area. 
 Surveys – We recently put out a survey as a follow up to our rapid community needs 

assessment of what people need related to COVID and how we might help. The survey 
was geared toward the pandemic but also general needs. It was available online and on 
paper. We received 289 responses, and the results are “hot off the press.” Most 
respondents were experiencing high or very high anxiety related to COVID and were 
particularly concerned about the health and well-being of family and friends. They were 
also concerned about contracting the virus themselves, but also about a lack of social 
connection, loneliness and a lack of physical activity. About ¼ didn’t know who to 
contact for help. More than half said they used technology to stay connected. 40% said 
they had an emergency plan, but many of those who didn’t said they would be interested 
in getting help to make one. We also asked some demographic questions. For example, 
most respondents had a maximum income under $1600 per month and most were 65 or 
older. When the paper responses were added to the online responses, income decreased, 
age increased and reported use of technology decreased.  

o Lisa will send out a report on the results when it’s ready. 
• Budget update. The current fiscal year began on July 1st. We were flat-funded at the federal level and 

so far at the state level, but that could change in the upcoming legislative session if state revenues are 
down significantly. Lisa briefly discussed the FFCRA and CARES Act funding received in the fiscal 
year that just ended in June, for both aging and transit.  

• US Census. Lisa said the state has asked us to help spread the word about how important it is for 
people to complete the Census. She noted it determines both congressional representation and funding 
levels for essential services, including aging and transit, for the next 10 years. They are providing 
materials for us to distribute. 

COUNCIL MEMBER RECRUITMENT:  Lisa noted there were issues with recruitment prior to 
COVID and suggested tabling the planning discussion for now, both because COVIS has complicated the 
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task and because there were very few members on today’s call. Lois agreed. Pam noted the requirement to 
have half of the Council be age 60 or older makes it tough to recruit right now.  

 

UPCOMING EVENTS:  

• County Fair – Pam noted the Fairgrounds Director, Mark Campbell, is working very hard to make 
sure the events are as safe as possible, noting the new mask directive should help with that effort. The 
4-H auction will be on-line as well as in-person (limited to buyers only), and the carnival will only 
have 18 rides instead of 32. Pam noted this is very important annual for the community, especially the 
4-H students.  

MEMBER REPORTS: 

• Frontier Hospice – Jennifer said they are going overboard to be safe – social distancing, cleanliness, 
trying to move forward. But there are challenges. A lot of clients were afraid to let people in their 
homes and now there is also a shortage of aides. The pendulum is swinging, however, as clients are 
wanting to have people be a part of their lives. 

NEXT MEETING: The next meeting is scheduled for September 10th, location TBD. 

Adjournment. The meeting adjourned at 3:15 pm.  


