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'A last resort': 50,000 older
Australians trapped in
residential aged care

For our free coronavirus pandemic coverage, learn more here.

About 50,000 people are only in aged care because they can't get support to stay
at home, with aged care advocates putting pressure on the Morrison government
to unveil more home care packages in Tuesday's federal budget.

Council on the Ageing chief executive Ian Yates said the fact that one in five
people in aged care could not remain safely at home, drawn from the latest data
released by the federal Health Department, meant "the system has let them down,
and let their families down".
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Val Fell, 91, is hoping she will never have to go into aged care. JANIE BARRETT
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"On top of that many more went to a nursing home because their family knew
how long they would have to wait for home care," Mr Yates said.

Figtree's Val Fell, 91, said some members of her dementia carers' support group
had been waiting years for a home care package and it was not uncommon for
their loved one to die waiting – a story shared by 30,000 other families over the
past three years.

"I don't know anybody who would choose to go into an aged care home unless
they absolutely had to. That's a last resort," said Mrs Fell, who cared for her late
husband Ian Fell at home until he became too unwell and went into residential
aged care in 2010.

Of the 50,000 people estimated to be living in residential aged care after failing to
get a home care package, she said, "They don't want to be there. They're there
because they have to be."

This was the case even before COVID-19 hit, Mrs Fell said, but the pandemic "has
exacerbated it."

More than 665 aged care residents have died with COVID-19 during the pandemic,
while only seven home care recipients had died with the virus as of Wednesday
morning.

Official figures provided to a Senate estimates committee show almost 19,000
older Australians waiting for home care were forced into a nursing home in 2018-
19 because they could not get the care they needed at home.

Home care packages provide funding for at-home care such as wound care and
medication management by a nurse, or help showering, cooking and getting
dressed. A level one package pays about $9,000 a year for "basic care needs" and a
level four package pays about $52,000 a year for "high care".

COTA is calling for 60,000 home care packages to be funded in the federal budget
to ensure that everyone can access the home care package they are assessed as
needing within 30 days.

"We receive far too many calls from older people or families at their wits' end
because they have waited 18 months or more for the care they need at home," Mr
Yates said.

Mrs Fell called on Prime Minister Scott Morrison to fix the system so that people
who wanted to stay at home could do so.

"The whole funding arrangement needs to be changed," she said.

Health department officials told the COVID-19 Senate inquiry hearing on Tuesday
that 10,569 people had died on the home care wait list in 2019-20 and that
102,081 people were waiting for a home care package on June 30 - including
15,873 for a level 4 package, the highest level of care.

Of the 211,029 people assessed as eligible for a home care package on March 31,
only 43 per cent were receiving the level of care they were approved for.
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The royal commission's interim report in October 2019 recommended the
government take immediate action to address the chronic shortage of packages
that would support people to stay at home as they age.

While the government says it has increased home care packages by more than
50,000 since the 2018-19 budget, Health Department documents tendered to the
royal commission show that only 373 were in addition to those included in the
budget's forward estimates.

Aged Care Minister Richard Colbeck did not respond to a request for comment
before deadline.
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