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Margharita Salon o fhe

Nagari coiiverd i
erviiages as @ foture safe,
conmiferrtable and
itimulating place for
elderly peopde ta live,

ARGHARITA SOLON
has a vision. When she
guides me through the
disused Sisters of Mency
convent in MNaas, she
imagines the Nis na
Riogh project brought fully to fruition. Every
detail of the architect’s blueprint is emblazoned
in her mind. She sees a rubble-strewn yand con-
verted into 37 self-contuned apartments for the
ederdy. She sees the convent’s decaying inten-
or renovated into modem living space and can
almaost feel daylight spill into the dank hallway
from a glass atrium pencilled into the roof.

And there's more. Installing hifts mio the
listed building"s two-storey blocks will remove
the obstacle of reduced mobility, Down the
comidor she sees the omate old chapel doubling
up as an cxhibition space, its bamrel ongan
restored for aftemoon recitals. Looking outside,
she sees an overgrown ficld transformed into a
haven for residents 10 relax or rediscover an
interest in plants and gardening. These are her
plans.

MNis na Riogh also wants to challenge the
isolaton of old age. The propeny selected s
right in the middle of wwn, fillering sounds of
life and bustle, chiming along with the bells of
Owr Lady and 51 David. Shops and restaurants
invite modest excursions around the comer,
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The scandal at Rostrevor House highlighted the
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way we treat our old people. It seems, politically,
the elderly are a weak constituency. The
astronomical cost of keeping relatives in care is,
in itself, a scandal and with the age profile of the

population soaring, the

crisis is here and now.

Frank Shouldice investigates.

while Margharita Solon foresees two nearby
schools as a vibrant crossover between old and
young, a cross-generational bridge between our
past and future, That is her dream.

Her enthusiasm is infectious, and the
certainty of her vision recalls Kevin Costner's
line in Field of Dreams; “If you buibd i, they
will come.” There is no doubt that people will
come because, unhike a fictional bascball
stadium in lowa, Nis na Riogh will be built for
real people who are dving for #t 1o happen.
“When you can’t live in your own house any
more, where do you ga? What choices do you
have?” she ponders. “You're always hearing
people saying. *If it comes 1o putting me in a
home when I get old, please shoot me’. But

many of the people who used 1o say the same
thing are now in care,”

A CULTURE OF
INDIFFERENCE

IT IS NOT intentional, but much of Solon's
questions are rhetorical, querying the flat
complacency with which we tend to face issues
of age. The Meath-bom nurse works in a
system she clearly considers inappropriate for
clderly care. Although reluctant to criticise
individual nursing homes, she compares
aspects of the service in Ireland to orphanage
care in Romania. Even with individual staff
members doing their best, she suggests a wider
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culture of indifference about the aged. a
criminal Inck of stimulation for those in
ressdence and a pervasive attitude that the most
villnerable people in our socicty are just biding
tirme.

Solon has enough first-hand experience o
know what she’s talking about. Trained as o
nurse she has “gravitated towands®™ geriatric
care since the 1980s. ] love basic nursing, she
feels, wondening of the pull came from the
attentiveness she witnessed in her late father
Michael O'Connell, a G.P. “There's not a bot of
technology with penatnic nurding. Patients are
meore vidlnerable and more dependent. For me,
i's Just fundnmental back-to-hasics NUTSING
care, When a touch ¢an mean something. And
when asking ‘How are you? can make a
difference to someone’s day.”

“Oider people. by and large, want to stay at
home,” says Paul Murmay, head of
communications at Age Action [reland. "lt's
ironic that government policy — and all the
reporis state this = 5 o keep people in their
own house for as long as possible, But the
money ian't being put into commumity care to
facilitate this, And so we continue to think of
older people in terms of nursing homes and
hospitals rather than people who need some
help along the way.”

Put it down to the amogance of youth p
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3= that we ignore ageing as a natural cycle.
It's a uniquely democratic process abead of all
of us, provided we live that long. There is a
perception that most old people end up in
nursing homes, yet figures for long-term care in
Ireland are far lower than many might expect.

STRUGGLING TO PAY THE
BILLS

ABOUT FIVE percent — one in 20 = of the
population enter care in the last years of life.
It's essential that nursing services are provided
for those who need full-time attention, but the
fact is that many who cumently reside in
nursing homes don’t need that level of care.

Of some 26000 residentinl beds available
nationally more than half are run privately. The
rest are provided by the state through local
health boards. Typical residential costs in a
nursing haome = excluding medical treatment -
start af about €700 weekly, Public care is paid
for by health boards, while private care is paid
for by residents and'or their families, possibly
with a contnbution from the local health boand.
Last year health boards subvented prnivate
nursing homes to the tune of €115 million.

However not everybody can access this
financial suppor. Subject to o means test, the
health board can assist (o a maximum of €190
weekly. However even if that is topped up the
shortfall is overwhelming against bagic costs of
&700 per week. When the issue arose recently
on Liveline a caller from Ballyfermot
explained how he and his brother have to
cobble together €3,500 every month 1o house
their incapacitaled mother. The man's struggle
rang bells all over the country, Whatever the
emotional upheaval of putting a parent into
full-time residence, the economic pressure of
cases like thess wsually means selling off
assets, including the family house, simply 1o
pay the bills.

*There are approximately 600 emply beds at

the moment,” says Paul Muray, “They are
empty because who can afford 10 pay those
prices? So you have people delaying their stay
in hospital or staying in unsuitable
sccommodation because they can't afford o
mave.”
“I always look at it from the older person’s
point of view,” proposes Bob Carroll, director
of the National Council on Ageing and Obder
People (NCAOP). “And from the point of view
of equality. Suppose you're much younger and
you need long-term care. Would you be asked
to sell your house? Why do we treat obder
people differently than everybody else™

A LIFE IN DIGNITY AND
INDEPENDENCE
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INDEED THE growth of private nursing
homes in Ireland suggests that elderly care
presents casy money. rather than embracing

any social ethos. 1 suppose there is a need
that’s being filled by the private-for-profit
sector,” says Camoll. "However | don't see that
as a problem per se. Our interest is the welfare
of older people. I's not 0 much Private v
Public as about the quality of service and what
is required for older people.

“What's at the back of it all s values,” he
adds, "Do we care a damn about old people?
That's putting it very crudely. But it's more
than that - do old people’s apinions and views
matier in formulating policy? What's at play
altimately is socicty. What we are prepared to
put into the care of old people so they can live
lives in dignity and independence in the
appropriate place.
“A nursing home isn't necessanly the
appropriate place. Sometimes people find
themselves in long-term residential care, not
because they want to, but because the support
service isn'L there.

“We also have people in acule care who
don't need acute care, They are chronically il
and do need another type of care, What s
required for that? What services? If they aren't
available we need to be more equitable so that
they are there no matter where you live.”

The NCAOP took a first-principles
approach to the issue in 1988, by identifying
four main objectives. That same year, a

government working party adopled those

Dr Jerry Crowley T, (left) has had great
siscoess with 51 Brendan's retiremient schemie
al Mulranny in Co Mayo, Examples af
successful sheltered housing projecis around
the couniry {clockwise from top left) Carnew
Community Care in Wicklow, Lisdoonan
District Association in Co Monaghan, the
Sue Ryder Foundation's housing at
Ballyroan, Co Laois and Tithe Cois Tra af
Lacken Co Mayo., (Courtesy Irish Council
Jor Social Housing).

objectives in its paper The Fears Ahead: A
Policy for the Elderly, verbally setting oul to
maintain elderly people in dignity and
independence in their own home. lis aims
were: o restore those elderly people who
become ill or dependent to independence ml
home; 1o encourage and suppon the care of the
elderdy in their own community by family,
neighbours and voluntary bodies in every way
possible; and to provide a high quality of
hospital and residential care for elderly people
when they can no longer be maintained in
dignity and independence at home.

THE GULF BETWEEN

PoLICY AND PRACTICE
FORE BOB Carroll, these provide

“fundamentals for a policy for the elderly™
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“When you can’t live in your own house
any more, where do you go? What choices
do you have?”

¥ o

in Ireland. They remain as guidelines, but
the 1990 Nursing Home Act took the
institutional route by offering tax relief for
large-scale nursing homes. Community
housing schemes, successful throughout
the country, lost oul

“We're disappointed with the way it's

being treated by the Depariment of
Health,” feels Karen Murphy, head of
services al the Irish Council for Social
Housing (ICSH). The Council finds that
even when they get the go-ahead for a
sheltered housing project, they aren’t
guaranteed funds to run it. “If the
Department of the Environment wants to
put in capital investment, the Department
of Health doesn’t seem to want 1o put
money inlo  community care,”  says
Murphy. “The only reason there aren’t
more sheltered housing schemes is because
the funding hasn’t been provided yel.”

It is ironic that long-lerm care is proving
a lucrative market while some 150,000
care-givers in Ireland are means fested for
carers’ allowance. Elderly people might
need temporary assistance following an
illness or some form of disruption.
However the sirain on communily services
means that the first = and only = recourse is
a full-time nursing home or somewhere
equally unsuitable., Despite occasional
scandals = such as the controversy over
condittons at Bostréevor House = the
glaring divergence between policy and
practice is quielly accepted. Those who
most need services are unlikely o
complain, and politically, the elderly -
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2= are p wezk constituency. MNothing
suggests this is about 10 change.

What's most curious 15 that these same
condilions awail successive generalions.
It's as though wirkeys could vore in July 1o
abolish Christmas but cannot see that far
ahead. The NCAOP wants society t0 priontise
care for the elderly, even if it's mobtivated by
self-interest. "We as a society should be
demanding the highedt standands in long-term
care, whether s community or residential,”
says Carroll, “If we put ourselves at the centre,
we want 1o look after ourselves down the line.
I we're not doing it nght now we'ne not
pushing enough for the provisions 1o be made.
And they do cost money.”

A NEw KIND OF CARE
FOR SIX YEARS Margharitn Solon has
nurured the idea of better care, The upshat is
M na Riogh Housing Association, o voluntany
nof-for-profit group connected o the Insh
Council for Social Housing. Separating profit
from the equation underpins the whole
enterprise. This is a carefully costed project. but
the emphasis is on what it can achicve for
residents rather than the financinl retum for
investors. MNis na Riogh first planned for a
long-term residential care unit alongside a
sheltered housing unit. Those ambitions have
been revised to sheltered housing only. Having
identified the Sixters of Mercy convent as a
suitable site, the Association secured planning
permission for a 37-apanment complex.

Awaiting the green light means a decision
from the Department of the Environment to
fund 95 percent of the project. The remainder
will be ruised locally. The thinking behind Nis
Na Riogh is both humanist and practical. Many
clderly people go into long-term residential
care because they have no choice. They may
require occasional assistance rather than full-
ume care, but relevant services ame cilher
overmun of non-existent. Hesidence-bound
penstoners find themselves placed in care
where, more ofien than not, passing the day s
inexomably a pastive retreal into memory.
Personal independence is forfeited.

As far as Solon s concemed it's time for
change. "When we think about a nursing home
we think of it in terms of a medical care unit,”
she suggests. “We anificially prolong life
through medication. | don’t believe in
cuthanasia but 1 do believe in gving o quality
of life rather than quantity. What we really want
when someone can't stay in their own home 15
something as ¢lose as possible to a home
environment. I've nursed in homes where
people never went out in the fresh air from the
day they came in. It's dreadful — dreadful!

“My idea is that you will be kept active from
day one, Instead of all this medication we
would have massage, music therapy, an
therapy, physical therapy, With the stimulation
we will give them their health will actually

improve.”

HOwW ABSENCE OF
STIMULUS KILLS
IT I5 WIDELY accepied that the absence of
stimulus for bong-term residents does shomen
lives - parking wheelchairs in the verandah
between meals does ot count as stimulation.
Monotony dulls the infellect and senses, while
typical ailments such as anthritis or poor muscle
tone could benefit from a range of physical
therapies. Social isolation 15 the other bogey
which makes commumnity integration a key pan
of Mis na Riogh, inviting schools and local
groups to participate in activities at the
residence. They have been gremly encouraged
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by the sucoess of St Brendan’s retirement
home in Mulranny, Co. Mayo, and the work at
Share by transition students in Cork’s
Presentatson Order schools,

For Solon, developing these possibilities is o
chance for sociely to blend generations
together rather than hive off into age-related
exclusion. Chherwite, she feels. we are
abandoning the past, losing historcal context
and the nichness of experience and diversity.
Like it or not, mapor social change is on the
way., Some commentators envisage huge
problems ahead with Ireland’s demographic
profile. At present, just over 11 percent of the
Republic’s population is aged over 65, The
youth bias of our population = 21 percent
currently aged under 15 - means the national
profile will swing considernbly so that over-653
will make up a quarter of the population by
2050, I's a significant jump bul agencies
operating in the area feel that for now, ime is
on our side.

“We've done work on  population
projections,” says the NCAOP director. “Our
popailation is ageing. Some people would say
its a disasier, thal we'ne poang 10 break the
bank. Our position 15, hold on, we should be
able to manage .

Wide-ranging consequences will test that
resolve. At present. for example, every hundred
workers in the Republic of Ireland support Jess
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than 20 pensioners. Within 50 years that mtio
will double to 40 pensioners. The Irish Nursing
Homes Organisation (INHO) has sought a
mecting with the Minister for Health, waming
that “the provision of care will not nearly match
demand. A crisis looms unless a plan is put in
place.”

THIS IS OUR ONLY CHANCE
TO PLAN

PAUL MURRAY of Age Action Ireland
agrees that the urgency today is to formulaue a
comprehensive plan, “laly, Germany, Spain
and Portugal are now in deep trouble,” he says,
pointing out that one-in-four EU citizens will
be aged over 60 by the year 2020, “Those
countries are already older than here but we'ne
coming behind. We do have time to think.” Any
complacency about formulating policy will
waste that breathing space. The government’s
decision 1o set aside €1 billion annually to
moet future pension costs has been widely
commended = indeed, such foresight is at odds
with the lack of resources being put into
existing services,

With about 70N accommedation units in
service for the elderly, sheliered housing has a
proven track record. The ICSH budgets weekly
care ¢osts ol between €50 and €110 per
unitbed. This is less than the weekly
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“Those countries are already older than here but
we’re coming behind. We do have time to think.”
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Vargharita Solgi says “As you gef
older and your moluly decreaies your
chaoices decroaye ax well Thai slovnlani
pecessarily bego. . . 1'% a matier of

faking control of ver own destinies.”

subvention provided by health boards to private
nursing homes. Aswde from quality of lhife
issues, the govemment's continued preference
o encournge privale sector nursing homes is
quite baffling to cane workers all over the
couniry. “There’s a huge value for money issue
here,” says head of services Karen Murphy.
“They are cheaper to run, they're run by non-
profit organisations and people stay in their
own communities. They work very well. We
have hundreds of these schemes around the
country and there should be one in every
locality where there's a need.”

“The big question is what do we wani and
the answer is 10 stay in the community,” agrees
Marghanta Solon. “To be as independent as
possible. To have as many choices as you can.,
To interact with a whole vanety of people and
situations. As you get older and your mobility
decreases your choices decrease as well. That
shouldn't necessanly be so, What we're saying
is, bet's change the emphasis and shaft i votally.
It"s us taking control of our own destinics and
planning what it is we want.”

In the time left 1o plan for our ageing
population, decision-makers might remember
that sheltered housing is firmly in line with
what government policy purpors to be. While
health boards allocate €115 million annually
in subvention 1o private care. the Irish
Council of Social Housing seeks €2.2 million
to fund services needed by non-profit housing
schemes.

This is the tvpe of accommodation most
old people wanl yel =even im ten such
schemes gel no statulory aid towards care
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