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Darryl Hilda Melchhart, 90, is sharper than many people who are decades younger, but she says
she faces a "never-ending battle" to be seen as a fully competent adult at the aged-care home
where she lives in Melbourne.
The former bookkeeper told the Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety in
Sydney on Monday that she was regarded as incompetent and unable to make her own
decisions.

Darryl Hilda Melchhart, 90, appears at the Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety in Sydney.
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"My thoughts and wishes are mostly disregarded by some of the staff. And I am treated by some
of the staff as if I am a child or have dementia," she said.
The staff rationed the incontinence pads she needed, ignored requests for her angina medicine
to address heart problems, and came into her room at night to check she was in bed like a small
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child, she told the commission.
One night a member of staff even appeared to attempt to steal her jewellery, but when she was
interrupted by Mrs Melchhart, the staff member "hammered" a cup at her.
The ﬁrst day of hearings in Sydney focused on dementia, with the ﬁrst two witnesses talking
about their experiences as people without dementia living in aged care.
Mrs Melchhart said she was surrounded by the sounds of people with dementia yelling and
screaming throughout the day and night. Of the 90 people who live in her wing, only a handful
did not have dementia, she said.
Many residents with dementia were "vicious", and wandered into her room at night, she said.
That limited her chances to socialise. "There's a lot you can't talk to any more, so you are
sitting on your own. Some of them have died off; that's a penalty of old age."
Merle Mitchell, 84, moved into aged care after she and her husband each suffered a fall in quick
succession. That meant they could no longer live in the community where they had been
happy.
The experience had been "terrible", she said in evidence given via video link from the
Melbourne nursing home where she lives.

Merle Mitchell appears at the Royal Commission into Aged Care in Sydney. JULIE POWER

"There's a shock when you move into aged care. There is the loss ... it is not just death, loss of
the way of life. There's a feeling of, suddenly, I am in an institution."
Like Mrs Melchhart, Ms Mitchell - who was head of the Australian Council of Social Service
(ACOSS) in the 1980s - described a regimen more like a prison or a boarding school than
someone's home.
"[There is a] time to get up, the time to have meals ... and there is no choice. So you lose your
choice totally when you come into aged care, and that's one of the things that need to change,"
she said.
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Staff didn't have enough time to provide any stimulation, something that Mrs Melchhart
talked about too.
"I watch many of them actually lose their cognitive ability when they come in. People come in
and they are told, 'This is your home now.' Well, it's not. It's an institution and it's where you
live," Ms Mitchell said.

“So there's just the feeling that the quicker it's all over, the better it
is.”
Merle Mitchell, 84

When someone asked her where her home was, Ms Mitchell said to them, "This is where I live,
but it's not a home."
Both women told the commission there were too few activities, especially on public holidays, a
lack of exercise and other entertainment.
Ms Mitchell told the hearing, "There is the feeling it isn't a proper life. So there's just the
feeling that the quicker it's all over, the better it is."
Commissioner Richard Tracey told Ms Mitchell her "insight from the inside" was
extraordinarily valuable.
Mrs Melchhart said it was "her home" and she was entitled to be treated like it.
Peter Gray, QC, senior counsel assisting the commission, said it had received 3741 submissions,
with the most common issues being stafﬁng, personal care, medication, and physical and
emotional abuses and loneliness.
When it asked 981 residential-care providers about cases of substandard care over the past ﬁve
years, they reported 112,000 incidences of substandard care. There were also 68,000 incidents
in which medication management was inadequate, more than 35,000 cases of personal care
being deﬁcient and 12,000 cases of inadequate nutrition.
Mrs Melchhart detailed incidents when her medication was withheld, including three to four
days when she did not have her angina spray.
"They think I am not capable; they won't listen," she said, adding that some staff were good and
others were not.
In her written submission, she said there were "constant battles being supplied with enough
continence pads. I have heart failure and take diuretics, which means I have to go to the toilet
a lot.
"Until recently I was allowed three pads a day, and when I was given a fourth, it was taken from
my next day's quota," she told the commission.
"I have observed this is a continuing battle for my friends in the facility, who don't have
someone to advocate for them. As a result, they have to sit in wet pads."
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A discussion paper by the royal commission released last week estimated that 52 per cent of
residents in aged care have been diagnosed with dementia, and it accounts for 16 per cent of
deaths.
The names of the aged-care facilities were withheld by the commission.
The hearings continue.

Julie Power
Julie Power is a senior journalist at The Sydney Morning Herald.
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