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CARELOCAL’s mission is to organise and support volunteers who visit vulnerable and housebound older people in their homes, providing them with companionship and friendship. This service is provided throughout the Dublin City Council area. Volunteers visit weekly, on a one-to-one basis, building up a relationship of trust and support with the older person. Our volunteers tend to be younger adults, and for many of the older people, our volunteer visits may be the sole friendly encounter they experience in the week. In addition we organise social outings and day trips for the older people being visited, and for many, these are the only social outings they participate in.

With the changing lifestyles in Ireland, many older people live alone. Socio-economic developments in modern Ireland have resulted in a breakdown of the traditional close proximity family network, leaving many older people in isolation. CARELOCAL seeks to relieve some of the practical and emotional difficulties which arise from this for older people.

Our role is not only beneficial to the older people we serve. It is also beneficial to our volunteers as it fosters a spirit of “giving”, promotes active citizenship and the development of social capital, and keeps our young volunteers in touch with the older generation.

Our mission is also of value to the Exchequer, and in straitened times this value should not be overlooked. Every day that passes where an older person remains in their home – as opposed to going into a nursing home - represents a financial benefit to the state. This is in addition to the social benefits of helping citizens remaining independent for as long as they can.

CARELOCAL does not claim to provide an alternative to nursing home care. We do, however, believe that the practical and emotional support provided by our volunteers contributes significantly to deferring the day when many older people have to enter a nursing home. As it now costs the State an estimated €1,100 per week to maintain a person in a nursing home, if each of our older people, as a result of our efforts, delays going into a nursing home for just one week, the state saves over €130,000 per annum. If each of our older people delays going into a nursing home for one month, the saving is over half a million euro per annum.  

This Budget presents a critical opportunity for government to meet their commitments to the care and welfare of older people as detailed in the Programme for Government and the National Development Plan. 

RATIONALE: 

Older people are at an increased risk of poverty compared to the rest of the population, as they are cannot avail of options such as taking up employment or emigrating. Older people have paid high taxes throughout their working lives, and are entitled to be guaranteed financial security in their retirement. They also are at greater risk of fuel poverty, as they are more vulnerable in cold weather. 

Government commitments to support older people living in their own homes make both social and economic sense, and funding needs to be targeted at community-based measures which facilitate this. 

PROPOSALS:

1. The non-contributory state pension should be increased to €250 per week, and   index linked thereafter to an appropriate Public Service grade. Thus all future pay increases (including pay agreements, benchmarking etc) for the Public Service would be applied pro-rata to the non-contributory old age pension.

The contributory old age pension should carry a significant premium over the non-contributory pension. The premium is currently €11.30 per week. We suggest that for a person who has contributed PRSI all their working life, €11.30 per week is a miserable return. We suggest that the premium should be of the order of €100 per week, and as with the non-contributory pension be linked to all Public Service pay awards in the future.

Such a move would not only go some way to introducing a sense of equity and fair play into the state pension structure, but would also be a very clear message from Government that saving for pensions can be worthwhile.

2. Funding for Public Health Nursing Services and for Home Help Services should be increased in order to guarantee these services to all older people who require them. 
Recent cutbacks in the Public Health Nursing Service and in the Home Help Service are short-sighted and ultimately inefficient. These vital services are central to community-based support for older people, and allow countless older people to remain living independently at home. The cost of maintaining an older person in residential nursing care far exceeds the cost of providing lower-level community support. 

3. Multi-annual funding arrangements should be agreed with voluntary service providers, including CARELOCAL.  

A network of voluntary organisations throughout the country provide essential services such as community meals, befriending, day care, home repairs and transport to older people living at home. Many of these organisations are staffed by unpaid volunteers, who are responding to basic needs which are evident in their local communities. These indispensable services are often funded on an ad hoc basis, with no guarantee of multi-annual core funding from the HSE or from government departments. 

The Government should recognise the crucial contribution of these thousands of dedicated and anonymous active citizens by committing to providing adequate multi-annual funding, underpinned by Service Level Agreements,  to allow voluntary organisations to develop and expand their services in response to the growing population of older people in the community. 
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