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Overview 

It is clear Ireland’s ageing population is a growing area of concern not only for this 

Government but also for future policy makers. Recent figures from Census 2016 by the CSO 

reported the number of people over the age of 65 living in Ireland has increased by 19.1% 

from 2011, with this number projected to increase to approximately 1.4 million by 2046 

(CSO, 2016). The number of people over the age of 85 years also increased in the five years 

to 2016. There was a total increase of 67,555 people over the age of 85 years between 2011 

and 2016.  This number is expected to double by 2031 and the number over the age of 80 

years to dramatically increase to between 470,000 and 484,000 in 2046. 

The Western Region has the highest percentage of over 65’s, with 16.2% to 17.7% of the 

population in the region over the age of 65, this is followed by the border counties of 

Donegal, Cavan and Monaghan. The counties of Donegal and Mayo were the only two 

counties in the country to experience a fall in population; falling by 1.2% and 0.1% 

respectively. Nine other counties, mainly in the west, mid/south west and border regions only 

saw population growth of less than 2%. 

The ageing population will undoubtedly increase financial strain on the countries’ finances 

not only on health and caring services, but on transport, housing and other public services. 

These services need to be developed and improved upon to meet future demands of these 

services and meet the needs of an ageing population. For people living in rural areas 

services such as a robust public transport system, must be developed and made available, 

so they can access other public services.  

Research indicates that home based caring is the preferred option for many older people 

and their families. A recent survey by Active Retirement Ireland found 82% of those 

surveyed had a clear preference to ageing at home and in their own communities, with just 

1% saying they would opt for long-term residential care1. Governments also have a 

preference for Home Care as it is the most cost effective method.  Irish Rural Link welcome 

this consultation on Improving Home Care Services in Ireland as was outlined in the 

Programme for a Partnership Government. 

 

 

                                                           
1
 Active Retirement Ireland (2017) ‘The Right to Remain – Home Care Options: A members survey’ 

https://docs.google.com/viewer?url=http%3A%2F%2Ffarfromavocados.com%2Fwp-
content%2Fuploads%2F2017%2F04%2FThe-Right-To-Remain-2017.pdf 
 

https://docs.google.com/viewer?url=http%3A%2F%2Ffarfromavocados.com%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2017%2F04%2FThe-Right-To-Remain-2017.pdf
https://docs.google.com/viewer?url=http%3A%2F%2Ffarfromavocados.com%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2017%2F04%2FThe-Right-To-Remain-2017.pdf
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The National Positive Ageing Strategy aims  

“to enable people to age with confidence, security and dignity in their own homes and 

communities for as long as possible2.” 

There is a real opportunity now for the Department of Health to put measures in place to 

ensure that people as they age will have adequate services to help them remain in their own 

home and in their community. There needs to be commitment from other Government 

Departments on this new Home Care scheme so adequate resources and funding are in 

place to provide auxiliary services for the roll out of a sustainable home care model. 

 

Current Challenges for an Ageing Population 

With an ageing population there are many challenges that face people and policy makers. 

Increased demand on services, especially health and care services is a challenge for health 

providers and Government and requires planning and development so these services can 

meet future demand.  This ageing population will clearly have major implications for planning 

and provision of services; health, transport, housing and all public services   

With life expectancy having increased by 2.4 years in Ireland since 2005 and now above the 

EU average3, there are many challenges that face people and policy makers. Increased 

demand on services, especially health and care services is a challenge for health providers 

and Government and requires planning and development so these services can meet future 

demand.  However, evidence suggests that older people are not experiencing better health 

than previous generations, and that those who have experienced disadvantage across their 

lifetime have a higher risk of poor health. Thirty-eight percent aged 50+ have a chronic 

disease in Ireland, with 62% of those over 65 reports having a chronic disease4. Chronic 

diseases account for 80% of all GP visits, 40% of hospital admissions and 75% of hospital 

bed days. As the number of older people increase this will lead to increase in number of 

people with a chronic disease and pose challenges to the existing model of care which is 

very much hospital centric5.  

                                                           
2
 Department of Health (2014) ‘National Positive Ageing Strategy’ http://health.gov.ie/healthy-

ireland/national-positive-ageing-strategy/ 
3
 Department of Health (2016) ‘Health in Ireland –Key Trends 2016’ http://health.gov.ie/wp-

content/uploads/2016/12/Health-in-Ireland-Key-Trends-2016.pdf 
4
 HSE ‘Prevention and Management of Chronic Diseases’ 

http://www.hse.ie/eng/about/Who/clinical/integratedcare/programmes/chronicdisease/ 
5
 Department of Health (2016) ‘Department of Health Statement of Strategy 2016-2019’ 

http://health.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Statement-of-Strategy-2016-2019-English.pdf 
 

http://health.gov.ie/healthy-ireland/national-positive-ageing-strategy/
http://health.gov.ie/healthy-ireland/national-positive-ageing-strategy/
http://health.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Health-in-Ireland-Key-Trends-2016.pdf
http://health.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Health-in-Ireland-Key-Trends-2016.pdf
http://www.hse.ie/eng/about/Who/clinical/integratedcare/programmes/chronicdisease/
http://health.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Statement-of-Strategy-2016-2019-English.pdf
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Overcrowding in hospitals continues to be a major problem in the Irish health system and 

long waiting times to access specialist health care, especially for those with no private health 

service. For people living in rural areas, extra costs are incurred when accessing specialist 

treatment in Centres of Excellence, such as transport costs, accommodation costs and costs 

to the carer who may have to travel with person.  

Almost one in five people over the age of 50 report unmet need for a community care service 

and just 14% of people aged 70 and over living in the community have received home care 

services in the previous 12 months6. This gives very little choice for older people to remain in 

their own home and receive care in their community. 

The development of primary care teams (PCTs) and primary care networks across the 

country was intended to have a substantial impact on reducing problems within healthcare 

provision, and to shift from over-reliance on acute hospital services to a more community 

based model of service delivery.  It was envisaged that 530 Primary Care Teams supported 

by 134 Health and Social Care Networks would cover the country by 2011. At the end of 

2015, 484 primary care teams, at different stages of development, were in operation across 

the country7.   

There is a real opportunity now with this consultation for an improved understanding of the 

future demands and needs of people as they age and that the long-term location of care for 

older people be well resourced with the choice available to remain in their own home and 

community for as long as is possible and to develop a home care package that reduces the 

dependency on hospitals and nursing homes as the only source of health care. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6
 Dept of Health (2016) ‘Positive Ageing 2016: National Indicators Report’ http://health.gov.ie/wp-

content/uploads/2016/11/Positive-Ageing-Report-Nov-2016.pdf 
7
 http://www.childrensrights.ie/content/report-card 

http://health.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Positive-Ageing-Report-Nov-2016.pdf
http://health.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Positive-Ageing-Report-Nov-2016.pdf
http://www.childrensrights.ie/content/report-card
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 Recommendations for Improving Home Care Services 

There are many services already available to older people, in their communities, that are 

underfunded and under resourced that can play a vital role in the provision of a Home Care 

Scheme/Package. There is now an opportunity to make better use of these services so that 

people can remain in their own home and community as they age.  

Better investment is required in all areas of health and social care and support services that 

are currently available to meet current and future demands for these services 

 

Primary Care 

As outlined above, with life expectancy increasing there is also an increase in the number of 

older people with a chronic disease. This is also increasing pressure on hospitals with 

chronic disease accounting for 40% of hospital admissions and 75% of bed stays. Many of 

these chronic illnesses could be treated and managed in primary care centres or indeed in a 

person’s own home.  With preference by both people and Government for people to remain 

in their own homes and communities for as long as possible, there is now a need for better 

investment in primary and community care services, so that current and future demands can 

be met. That step-down care from hospital can be provided for in the home and community.  

 

Community Development Officers 

Investment in Community Development Officers in each HSE region would assist in 

developing a community approach to healthcare which can help to promote better health and 

wellbeing in a community and ensure that health inequalities are removed and access to 

healthcare is based on need8. Part of the Community Development Officer’s role would be to 

fully engage with all stakeholders in an area to ensure everyone, especially older and other 

vulnerable groups and those on low incomes have equal access to healthcare and are 

aware of the health services they are entitled to. 

 

Local Hospitals 

Better working relations and linkages between local hospitals and Centres of Excellence 

within hospital groups need to be developed. With advancements in healthcare and 

treatments, a review of what treatments could be provided in local hospitals could be 

examined to reduce costs for patients. Any scans, bloods etc could be carried out in local 

                                                           
8
 HSE ‘Community Development Resource Pack’ 

https://www.hse.ie/eng/services/yourhealthservice/SUI/Library/Guides/Community_Development_Resource_
Pack.pdf 
 

https://www.hse.ie/eng/services/yourhealthservice/SUI/Library/Guides/Community_Development_Resource_Pack.pdf
https://www.hse.ie/eng/services/yourhealthservice/SUI/Library/Guides/Community_Development_Resource_Pack.pdf
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hospitals with results communicated to specialists in Centres of Excellence by the local 

hospital. 

 

Meals on Wheels 

Meals on Wheels service is a critical component of the continuum of care services and one 

service  available that enables older people to remain living in the community or to return to 

their own homes after hospitalisation. For those using the service it is seen as more than just 

a meal. It links people into other services, such as the Public Health Nurse, befriending 

services and other healthcare services and it can reduce rural isolation. For many, especially 

men living alone, the person delivering a meal may be the only person they might see in the 

day or week. According to McGivern (2007)9, the aim of Meals on Wheels in Ireland is 

twofold: firstly, to improve the diet and nutritional status of meal clients; and secondly to 

increase the level of social contact afforded to clients, which also enables the early detection 

of need for other care services. 

Under the umbrella of Irish Rural Link, the Meals on Wheels Network was established in 

2015 with the overall aim to provide a local, community led professional facility to assist 

people who require services to maintain optimum health, independence with strong life 

extending possibilities10. 

There are many challenges that are hindering Meals on Wheels delivery the vital service it 

provides such as low levels of funding and recognition by Department of Health and other 

Government Departments. However, there are also great opportunities to develop this 

service and include it in an overall home care package. The role Meals on Wheels 

organisations play in supporting individuals to remain living in their own homes for as long as 

possible cannot be underestimated. With sufficient resources these organisations can 

enable people to be discharged from hospitals earlier, and even prevent admission to 

hospital in the first instance, saving the state significant amounts every year.  

 

Fair Deal Scheme for Home Care 

As part of this consultation process, a Fair Deal type scheme for Home Care must be 

examined thoroughly. Home care to the same level as nursing home care is only provided 

through private care and is extremely costly, while many people in nursing homes could be 

cared for at home if the right services were in place. A Fair Deal type scheme for home care, 

                                                           
9 McGivern, Y., 2007. The 2006 Healthy Ageing Conference: Nutrition and Older People in Residential and 

Community Care Settings. Conference Proceedings. Dublin: NCAOP 
10

 Meals on Wheels Network http://www.mealsonwheelsnetwork.ie/ 

http://www.mealsonwheelsnetwork.ie/
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would allow person remain in their own home while also given that person and their family 

peace of mind that they had their level of healthcare needs met. 

 

Home Help 

Home Help is another service currently available to older people who are living in their own 

home. This service will also play a vital role in any home care package. Again this scheme 

must be properly resourced to ensure that enough hours are provided to people to carry out 

the necessary duties that go towards helping a person remain in their own home. 

 

 

Auxiliary Services 

As mentioned above there are a number of auxiliary services that are essential to ensure an 

effective and sustainable home care package is developed. There is a responsibility and a 

role for other Government Departments to play in ensuring that services under their remit, 

which have a role in people remaining in their home as they age, are properly resourced and 

funded. These Departments must be included in the consultation and delivery of a home 

care package.  Some of these services include; 

 

Transport 

A comprehensive review of all public transport in Ireland is now needed and the 

development of a decent, reliable public transport service accessible for every person. The 

Rural Transport Programme, is seen as a lifeline for people, especially older people, but 

remains underfunded. This needs to be properly funded and resourced so people can 

remain connected to the rest of the country. More routes and services are needed on this 

programme and it must be included in an overall review of public transport. As people age, 

their mobility can be reduced so public transport needs to be easily accessible for people in 

wheelchairs or with walking aids. There also needs to be point-to-point transport available 

where a person is unable to get to a bus stop. A community car scheme can be a solution to 

this. Two of the original providers of the Rural Transport Programme provide such a service 

in their local community. Community Car Scheme is an initiative aimed at involving 

volunteers in their local communities, helping community members, through the provision of 

supported transport. The Volunteer Driver will provide, using their own car, essential door to 

door transport for passengers identified, who have difficulties accessing public or other forms 

of transport11.  This service not only provides much needed transport in the community but 

                                                           
11

 Meath Transport/Local Link Louth Meath and Fingal Community Car Scheme 
http://meathtransport.com/index.php/about-us/community-car-service/ 
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also is an opportunity for older people who may be retired but are still active to volunteer and 

get involved in their local community. 

Many of the rural transport providers have contracts with HSE to allow people to make 

hospital appointments. This again is vital service to many older people and allows them to 

remain in their home once they know they have transport available to make hospital 

appointments  

The Department of Health must work with the Department of Transport and HSE to ensure 

that public transport needs are met in rural areas to ensure older people can access health 

care. 

 

Energy Efficiency of Housing 

Rural housing stock tends to be one-off housing, especially with older stock, it can be more 

expensive to heat and not very energy efficient. With insufficient insulation in older housing, 

it can lead to health problems in later life. Energy efficiency schemes, such as retrofitting of 

housing, replacement of old doors and windows can make a house warmer and more 

comfortable for an older person. Better promotion of these schemes and engaging with 

people to help them understand the importance and benefits of such schemes is needed. 

 

Conclusion 

Ireland has an ageing population and with this comes many challenges. More pressure will 

be placed on public finances to meet the ever growing demand of services. Health and care 

services are one sector where the demand for services will escalate in the coming years. 

With an already stretched health system, there is a need to look at alternatives to move 

away from the hospital centric culture that exists in Ireland and more robust investment 

needed in primary and community care services as well as home care scheme to allow 

people remain in their own home. 

As people age, they would prefer to remain in their own home as long as possible and avoid 

going into a nursery home. This is also the preferred option of Government as it reduces the 

cost to the exchequer. Services like Meals on Wheels are a vital service to older people and 

play a vital role in assisting people to remain in their home. It has an important role to play in 

the development of a Home Care Scheme. 

Other auxiliary services also need close examination and proper development of these 

services is needed to support an overall Home Care Scheme. 
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Irish Rural Link the Organisation  

Irish Rural Link (IRL), formed in 1991, is a national network of organisations and individuals 

campaigning for sustainable rural development in Ireland and Europe. IRL, a non-profit 

organisation, has grown significantly since its inception and now directly represents over 600 

community groups with a combined membership of 25,000.  

The network provides a structure through which rural groups and individuals, representing 

disadvantaged rural communities, can articulate their common needs and priorities, share 

their experiences and present their case to policy-makers at local, national and European 

Level.  

Irish Rural Link is the only group represented at the national social partnership talks solely 

representing rural communities’ interests.  

‘Our vision is of vibrant, inclusive and sustainable rural communities that contribute to an 

equitable and just society’ 

Irish Rural Link’s aims are:  

- To articulate and facilitate the voices of rural communities in local, regional, national and 

European policy arenas, especially those experiencing poverty, social exclusion and the 

challenge of change in the 21st century  

- To promote local and community development in rural communities in order to strengthen 

and build the capacity of rural community groups to act as primary movers through practical 

assistance and advice.  

- To research, critique and disseminate policies relating to rural communities including issues 

such as sustainability, social exclusion, equality and poverty  

- To facilitate cross-border networking between rural communities.  

‘Our mission is to influence and inform local, regional, national and European 

development policies and programmes in favour of rural communities especially those who 

are marginalised as a result of poverty and social exclusion in rural areas.’ 


