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Care for 80,000 elderly not up to standard

ONE in six care homes is providing sub-standard care for elderly people, an official audit has found.

The Care Quality Commission said almost 4,000 residential homes and other agencies, providing care for more than 80,000 people, needed to improve the quality of service they provided. It named eight councils it considered to be providing the worst care for the elderly.

It also delivered a warning about the availability of publicly-subsidised care in future, saying that councils were likely to place tighter restrictions on funding as their budgets came under pressure in the years ahead. 

The commission, which inspects all 24,000 homes and care agencies in England, provided overall rat-ings based on 37 minimum national standards for services.

According to the commission, there were 458,638 registered places in care homes in England. Of those, 10,406 were in 400 homes and care agencies rated as "poor'' overall. These were ordered to improve stan-dards.

Another 71,473 were in 3,500 homes and agencies rated "adequate''. They were told they had consider-able room for improvement.

Most of the remaining homes were rated as "good'' and 17 per cent were considered "excellent''.

Cynthia Bower, the commission's chief executive, said there had been a "steady improvement'' in stan-dards since 2003 but was concerned that many care homes and agencies had "more to do to deliver the quality of care expected of them''. The regulator would be "persistent'' in forcing sub-standard homes to im-prove, she said.

The commission's report was based on a "snapshot'' of standards taken in March this year and found that 30 per cent of homes failed to meet minimum standards for storing, handling and providing residents' medication.

Twenty-nine per cent fell short of the minimum standard for ensuring that residents were properly super-vised by staff and almost 10 per cent failed to provide residents with "privacy and dignity''.

The commission said some local councils were to blame for low standards because they had been pur-chasing a "significant proportion'' of residential and nursing home care from providers who had been rated as "poor'' or "adequate''.

The eight councils identified as providing particularly poor care services and who were facing intensive scrutiny and intervention from the commission were Bromley, Cornwall, Peterborough, Poole, Solihull, South Tyneside, Southwark and Surrey.

Another 16 councils faced unannounced inspections because of concerns about performance.

David Rogers of the Local Government Association said no council would choose to place anyone in poor quality accommodation deliberately and blamed the regulator for providing "patchy'' information on the standards of care homes.

"We expect the regulators to urgently address homes they know or find to be failing, in order to deliver the quality

of accommodation that everyone expects to live in,'' he said.

Stephen O'Brien, the shadow care minister, said the level of sub-standard homes was unacceptable.

"This report exposes just how far we have to go to improve care for the elderly,'' he said. "We need a government that will be tougher on quality, and tougher on unscrupulous care home owners.''

Phil Hope, the Care Services Minister, said there had been a significant increase in the number of care homes and councils rated excellent or good.

"But it is unacceptable that there are a small number of areas where services are under-performing com-pared to the rest,'' he said. "There shouldn't be a postcode lottery - everyone, wherever they live, should be guaranteed good quality care and dignity.''

Both Labour and the Conservatives are promising to overhaul the current system of care for the elderly.

Labour will publish a White Paper next year outlining a new "National Care Service'' where residential care could be funded by workers deferring their state pension. 

