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Council accuses elderly care watchdog of undermining public faith in services

The new health and social care superregulator was embroiled in a fresh row last night after councils it criticised in a report on the quality of care for the elderly challenged its competence.

The Care Quality Commission named eight local authorities as failing to provide a good enough service for the elderly and disabled, and said that it wanted to know why they were using homes judged as poor or just adequate. Southwark council, which dropped from "excellent" to one of the eight worst authorities in the country, called for an urgent parliamentary review of the regulator. Annie Shepperd, Southwark's chief ex-ecutive, has written to the chairman of the Commons Health Committee to ask that "parliamentary scrutiny be undertaken into this matter". She said that the regulator had been mistaken and was undermining public confidence.

"The CQC assessment is flawed and inaccurate. Twelve months ago they said we were excellent. Since then we've improved our service, not reduced it. But our complaint is not about a rating. The reason we have to object is because when regulators get it wrong, it lowers public confidence." 

On Monday, patients' groups called the commission "toothless" after it failed to take further action against 12 health trusts in England that were criticised for underperforming on patient safety and infection control.

The CQC said that it wanted local authorities to help to drive low-quality care out of the market by refus-ing to buy services from poor providers.

The vast majority of residential care is supplied by private companies, but local authorities pay for about half of the 440,000 frail and elderly people in care homes. They are therefore powerful commercial players, while often being under huge financial pressure.

In its report, the CQC acknowledged that some councils may be constrained in their purchasing and have limited availability of care provision of the right quality and price in the short term. It also noted that some people may choose to live in a poorly rated facility for various reasons, such as it being near to family. But it emphasised that councils had a responsibility to develop services over the long-term so that the right care was available.

Last night the watchdog defended its rating of Southwark, and noted that the council had already been through an appeal process. "Southwark needs to improve in areas such as safeguarding of adults and per-sonalisation of services. We would be keen to discuss these issues further with them and would be happy to meet them at any time," a spokesman said.

"Of course some people don't like bad news. They would rather argue about the process than address the issues that affect people's lives. We would strongly suggest that Southwark redirect its energies into ar-eas that would make a real difference to people, particularly as we plan to make the assessment tougher next year."

Bromley council, which rated "adequate" on improved health, choice and control, freedom from discrimi-nation and maintaining dignity and respect, but "well" in three other categories said: "In terms of how we are increasing choice and control, the council makes no apology for taking a measured approach in delivering the Government's agenda to change how adult social care is delivered."

Growing old disgracefully

The number of long-term care home places has been falling steadily. Organisations that campaign for the elderly say the sector is in crisis

Help the Aged estimates that there are 70,000 fewer places for elderly people requiring care than there were in 1996

More than 11 million of the 61 million people who make up the UK population are pensioners and more than a million are over 85

About 5 per cent of pensioners need to be in a care home. The number will soar within 20 years

On present trends, care home places will be only three quarters of the number needed by 2020

One in 20 people over the age of 65 has dementia

