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Dementia in the Torres Strait: A Pilot Project to Estimate Prevalence of 

Dementia in Torres Strait Islanders 

 

Until recently, it has been difficult to assess the rate of dementia in Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander communities because of the lack of culturally appropriate 

screening tools. To address this, the Kimberley Indigenous Cognitive Assessment 

(KICA) was developed to screen for dementia in older Aboriginal people (1). 

 

Using the KICA, the rate of dementia in Aboriginal Australians aged 45 years and 

over living in the Kimberley region of Western Australia was recently found to be 

12.4% (2). This was more than five times higher than the general population rate of 

2.4% for the same age group (3). High rates of vascular risk factors such as diabetes, 

heart disease, high blood pressure and smoking were found in the study and may have 

contributed to this increased risk of dementia. 

 

We wanted to know if rates of dementia were higher in people living in the Torres 

Strait, as these communities have similar poorer health, social and economic 

outcomes as remote Aboriginal communities including high rates of vascular risk 

factors (4).   

 

The aim of our pilot study was to estimate the rate of dementia in one Torres Strait 

community and to see if our research design was the best way to assess memory 

problems in older people living in the Torres Strait.  Our study was similar to the 

previous Kimberley study and involved a broad health assessment using the KICA 

and review by a Geriatrician.   

 

Hammond Island (Keriri) has a population of around 242 people and can be reached 

in a 15-minute water taxi ride from Thursday Island. We chose this island because it 

was close to Thursday Island and already had links with Primary Health Care staff on 

Thursday Island.  

 

A total of twenty out of a possible 28 people living on Hammond Island aged between 

45 and 85 years took part in the study. Our results found an increased rate of dementia 

at 5% with another 20% having some cognitive impairment. 80% of the sample, 
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including all of those with cognitive impairment had at least one risk vascular factor 

for dementia (see table below).   

 

Table 1. Medical Characteristics of Hammond Island Study   

 Condition Cognitive 

impairment and 

Dementia group 

(n=5) 

Normal  

Cognition (n=15) 

% of  

Total Sample 

 (N=20) 

Diabetes  2 4 30% 

Hypertension 2 8 50% 

Heart problems 2 2 20% 

Currently smoking 2 4 30% 

High Cholesterol 1 7 40%  

At least one risk factor present* 5 11 80% 

Two or more present 3 8 55% 

*Vascular risk determined by presence of any of the following: Diabetes Mellitus 

(DM), Hypertension (HTN), Heart problems, High Cholesterol, or currently smoking. 

 

 

Overall, our study found preliminary evidence of an increased risk of dementia in 

Torres Strait communities. High rates of vascular risk factors were also found, which 

might have contributed to this increased risk of dementia. Additionally, our research 

design was shown to be appropriate for use in the Torres Strait.    

 

It will be necessary to conduct more studies in a larger number of people before we 

know if the rate of dementia is higher in the Torres Strait than in the general 

population. We also need to find out if rates of dementia vary in different 

communities because of lifestyle differences in the region. Further research is needed 

to look at the rates of dementia across the different island communities in the Torres 

Strait.  
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