Ahead of the game

The prime minister's vision of free home care for older people is being delivered already by one local scheme


 Free care for people over 80 can enable them to remain in their own homes. Photograph: Burger/Phanie/Rex Features
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 Save for later
Gordon Brown's Labour party conference promise of free home care for older people failed to mention that it is already a reality in one part of England.

For the past two years, Isle of Wight council has been delivering the prime minister's vision of a National Care Service – providing bathing, cooking, and even gardening – for those willing to hand a plot over to people on an allotment waiting list – free of charge for residents aged over 80 who are deemed to be in "critical or substantial need". Some 2,000 older people now benefit from Wightcare Services, run in partnership with the Isle of Wight primary care trust (PCT).

Steve Beynon, chief executive of the Conservative-controlled council, says the scheme was introduced to help the large numbers of older people who are being forced into expensive residential homes – some costing up to £900 a week – because they can't afford to pay for carers. "They simply had to sell their homes to pay for care, and when the money ran out the local authority would have to foot the bill anyway," he says. "Residential care meant that couples, who might have been married for 60 years, were being split up because one needed home care and the other wasn't able to afford it or physically able to do it."

The PCT benefits from the scheme because older people can be discharged from hospital a lot faster when doctors know they have the right care and equipment at home.

What makes the scheme so popular with residents is that the eligibility criteria for all people aged over 80 is based on self-assessment. Many older people told the council they didn't like to ask for help, or were embarrassed and upset at having to jump through hoops when completing a formal assessment. Residents talk through their needs with care managers, and then decide the level and type of support needed. The carers work as part of a team with district nurses, care agencies and social services.
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One of the driving forces behind the scheme is Councillor Dawn Cousins. She says: "We spent something like £10m-plus on places in residential care before the scheme came in, and now it's down to around £2.7m. We are using those efficiency savings on things such as our 're-enabling scheme', which offers better support and assessment of people in hospital so that they can go home, or into some form of convalescence where you can gain confidence to go back home."

Cousins also says that the scheme guards against a situation that used to happen all too often. "People go into nursing or residential homes and get better, and could go back home if they hadn't sold it to finance residential care," she says.

In its most recent Commission for Social Care Inspection report, in November 2008, Wightcare Services scored a maximum three stars. News of the success resulted in a visit last year by the Department of Health's director general of social care, David Behan, and the director of strategic finance, John Bolton. Cousins says that colleagues in other regions are "astounded" that the island has led the way on the personalisation of care agenda.

So could a little scheme on the Isle of Wight be the blueprint for Brown's proposed National Care Service? Cousins says: "We like to think so."

She concedes that a small island with one organisation providing health services, one council and a co-ordinated third sector makes it easier to introduce an integrated system of personal care than in places where there is a plethora of agencies, but adds: "When I heard the prime minister's speech talking about free adult social care, I nearly fell off my chair. It would be nice to get a little recognition."

• This article was amended on Thursday 5 November 2009. We should not have included shopping and cleaning among the services provided. Also we should have made clear that the gardening service is for those willing to turn their gardens over to people on an allotment waiting list. These points have been corrected.

