Caring for Our Aging Survivor Parents Prague, 2009
Esther Toporek Finder
Member of the American delegation but speaking as a private individual.

Children of Holocaust survivors face numerous challenges as we help our parents age
with dignity. As we age we all confront physical, psychological and financial changes.
For our parents, these changes are profoundly impacted by their experiences in the
Holocaust.

Survivors often have medical conditions that began during WWII. Injuries and illnesses
from those years can haunt survivors today-~. In the US we do not have universal
health care and since most survivors have multiple pre-existing medical conditions™,
they are denied long term health insurance even if they can afford to pay the high
premiums.

Diseases of age, such as dementia, are experienced in a qualitatively different way by

survivors than by other peoplem. Many survivors show signs of Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder (PTSD) which can include flashbacks and nightmares™. Other disorders
include: depression, guilt, and paranoia. Unfortunately, there are very few programs that

help the survivors with their unique emotional issues of anxiety, loss and loneliness

What happens if short term memory goes? Long-term memory often brings survivors
back to the war years so they must relive the horrors again and again. With loss of
memory comes loss of language. The last language learned is the first one lost and for
American survivors that can mean parents and children no longer share a common
language ' Tt is extremely difficult to find health care workers who can speak to our
parents in the European languages of their childhoods.

We also must educate health care workers about the special sensitivities of survivors,
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such as why dogs, uniforms, confinement or loud noises generate anx1ety[—l.

There are experiences that are unique to survivors in America. Some children of
survivors live far from their parents and have to travel cross-country to care for them.
Also, there is no uniformity of care in all 50 states. For example, Florida provides the
lowest amount of state funding for home and community based services of all the states
with significant survivor populations and there are long waiting lists for limited
resources. Many social service programs that are available in other states do not exist in
Florida®,

In New York survivors struggle due to the high cost of living. As rents rise they cannot

stay in their homes but they cannot afford assisted living or nursing homes™,

Home health care is crucial! Survivors lost their homes and independence during the
war. Losing these again is unthinkable so most prefer to age at home and view
institutionalization as a death sentence. Home health care is less costly than



institutionalized care but it is very expensive and can cost thousands of dollars a
month™,

Which brings us to financial concerns: while we have lost many survivors, there are
survivors who are living into their 80’s and 90’s and have lived beyond their savings.
Current data (report pending) from the Jewish Federation system in Los Angeles shows
that about half ( almost 50%) the Holocaust survivors are living at or below the
poverty line and struggling to afford basic needs on a daily basis. ! Tragically this
tracks national data published in 20022, As children of survivors, many of us go to
heroic measures to care for our parents even to the point of putting ourselves in financial
jeopardy in order to protect them.

But where is the money that was solicited in the name of the survivors? Many
unanswered questions about the Claims Conference persist so there must be a thorough
investigation with total transparency and accountabilit);m. Investigators must speak
directly with survivors and social service professionals to examine the flow of money for
local survivors’ needs, be they in the US, Israel, Europe or elsewhere" . Anyone who
speaks with investigators must be assured that there will be no retaliation against them for
speaking honestly and that they will not risk any loss of funding™. If there is nothing to
hide the Claims Conference should welcome such an investigation.

Additionally, the controversial Claims Conference policy of the 80 — 20 split, 80% to
survivors’ needs and 20% to education and remembrance, needs to be revisited “&. While
there are survivors unable to buy food or medical necessities, THEY MUST be the 100%
priority.

There is a sense in our community that when it comes to Holocaust survivor families it is
“about us without us”. We reject that and insist on having our voices heard. Therefore I
respectfully make these three recommendations:

1. Each country should have an independent advisory board including representatives of
the survivor community, elected by the survivor community—NOT appointed. This has
to be organic: from the grassroots up, not from the top down. Consulting with them often
will ensure that you stay connected and true to the mission of helping survivors.

We, in the survivor community, have already established a network (GSI)" by which
we can communicate with each other. Your countries’ advisory boards can join us and
speak directly with their counterparts elsewhere.

2. A large representative group of elected survivors, plus their children and
grandchildren, MUST participate in the Claims Conference. These representatives must
be accountable to their brothers and sisters, not to the Conference or to member
organizations of the Conference.

3. Rather than straining every country’s budget to care for aging survivors, why not go
to those companies and institutions that have unfinished business with our families? One



suggestion: each country should demand that insurance companies who sold policies to
Jews before the war publish all relevant names so survivors and heirs can check for
legitimate claims. ICHEIC and past practices raise troubling questions[m. How many
cases have been successfully settled™~? How have appeals been handled? How
transparent is the process? Have claims of success by the defenders of ICHEIC been
exaggerated?. Is there any conflict of interest by people who are handling the issues?
These same questions can be asked about banks, real estate, and art“4.

No business concern can be granted legal peace until the survivor community gets legal
and moral peace@. In the US the right of access to courts for insurance claims must be
recognized and restored>.

Whole families were murdered and the banks and insurance companies kept the assets.
Wasn’t that enough? The goal today must be recovery of individually traceable assets,
plus provision of sufficient funds to address the basic needs of all survivors for the
remainder of their lives.

We cannot rely on private donations®. We must be creative in finding solutions to
these challenges. We should develop a treatment and care plan for all survivors in need
and maintain them, to the extent possible, in their homes with adequate help and financial
support. With a united and focused effort we could, for example, demand that insurance
companies— who have held European Jewish families’ assets all these years— provide
long term health care for the remaining survivors in need*.

Finally, we and our children continue to carry on our family legacy. We are going to
remember, commemorate, educate and advocate™™. We are your natural partners in this
process and welcome the opportunity to work with you.
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