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30th June 2021 

Embargo: Please do not share or publish until Thursday 1st July 00:01. 

Joint Statement from Care Champions and the Irish Association of Social 

Workers on RTE Investigates on Nursing Home Sector (30th June 2021): 

The events shown on the RTE Investigates programme on nursing homes are harrowing, but for 

social workers and families of residents, they are unfortunately unsurprising.  These tragic events are 

the predictable consequences of weak policy measures, including those introduced after previous 

scandals in Leas Cross and Aras Attracta; measures which have consistently failed to adequately 

protect adults at risk. 

Neither the Government, nor other relevant authorities, can claim to be surprised by the findings of 

this most recent RTE Investigates programme. The Irish Association of Social Workers (IASW) alerted 

the Government, the HSE and the Covid-19 Nursing Homes Expert Panel during the pandemic of the 

increased risks of organisational abuse and neglect posed by the prolonged cocooning of residents 

behind closed doors of nursing homes and provided solutions to improve safeguarding. Care 

Champions repeatedly advised Government about the poor standards of care, as well as the abuse 

and neglect of residents that their families were witnessing, and the serious challenges faced when 

trying to address this. Despite warnings and opportunities to intervene, the Government failed to 

take adequate measures to prevent what has now been shown to have happened. 

When concerns about abuse and neglect arise in nursing homes, family members must navigate 

multiple services to seek help, all of whom deal with discrete aspects of the concern – HIQA, the 

Ombudsman, safeguarding social workers, the Gardai and for some HSE nursing homes, the Office of 

the Confidential Recipient. This is confusing for everyone and fails to adequately protect adults at 

risk. Piecemeal policy responses from Government have failed. Social workers, who are the lead 

health and social care professionals in adult safeguarding, along with families of residents, now 

demand effective reform, ensuring protection and accountability under law for all adults at risk in 

our communities and residential settings across Ireland. 

The ‘can’ of adult safeguarding has been consistently kicked down the road for too long, with two 

parallel, protracted, and expensive processes underway for several years in the HSE and the 

Department of Health, with little progress evident on the work of the Law Reform Commission on 

this issue. Disappointingly, the Expert Panel on Nursing Homes failed to include a single 

recommendation on safeguarding in their final 86 recommendations.  

Political inaction is a dangerous policy choice, leaving adults at risk facing preventable harm and 

avoidable suffering. Care Champions and the Irish Association of Social Workers jointly call for: 

1) Government and all politicians to support the new Adult Safeguarding Bill (spearheaded by 

Senator Frances Black).   

2) Government to introduce emergency measures to mandate reporting of abuse and neglect 

in residential care settings; to provide legal right of entry for social workers to all nursing 
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homes and to protect residents’ rights to family life. The practice of only facilitating family 

visits on grounds of subjective compassion infringes these rights and must end.  

3) Government to establish a safeguarding ‘one stop shop’ for all adults at risk of harm in our 

communities and nursing homes. This should be an independent authority with appropriate 

legislative powers to meaningfully support rights and well-being, prevent abuse and 

intervene when abuse takes place. 

4) Government to support HIQA calls for strengthened regulatory powers.   

5) Clarification from the Minister for Justice and the Garda Commissioner around the potential 

prosecution of wilful neglect in nursing homes and other settings as criminal offences. 

(When nursing homes and others fail to adhere to statutory regulations designed to protect 

health and life and residents subsequently experience loss of health or life, what is the 

appropriate criminal justice response?).    

6) A full public inquiry into the deaths of residents and quality of care experienced by 

surviving residents in nursing homes over the course of the pandemic. (The voices of the 

living and those of their families must also be heard.).  

7) A root and branch systemic review of the nursing home sector to address any issues 

identified and ensure appropriate standards and delivery of care. 

The Need for Systemic Reform: Our nursing home system is based on a flawed funding model, with 

inadequate governance and State oversight and a weak regulatory and safeguarding base, where 

residents are treated as passive recipients of care, rather than active citizens with rights. This is 

exacerbated by the decision to cocoon people into a sector with these known risks, a failure to 

acknowledge known trends of underreporting of abuse and provide essential Covid-19 specific 

safeguarding training as staff cared for residents essentially, behind closed doors. No systemic 

analysis of safeguarding practice and trends in the sector took place during the pandemic. Human 

rights and safeguarding expertise did not adequately inform the work of the Expert Panel Report or 

NPHET. There was a failure to mandate rights-based visiting with families and access to visiting 

spaces and a failure to prevent nursing homes from unnecessarily banning window visits for months 

at a time, showing little regard for the vital protection and support provided by families. Residents 

continue to have unequal access to primary care services comparative to other members of the 

community, including therapy services and safeguarding social work services.  

We have all inherited a flawed system, based on the policy choices of successive governments. 

Residents and families have experienced avoidable harm and suffering within this system, and this 

must be addressed without delay. This government is in a position to deliver systemic and 

meaningful reform. Care Champions and the IASW call for a systemic inquiry, providing review and 

reform of our nursing home sector, based on human rights principles, including adequate 

safeguarding, and incorporating lived experience expertise. 

Majella Beattie - Chairperson  Vivian Geiran - Chairperson 
Care Champions                              Irish Association of Social Workers. 
 
Please attribute statement quotes to both Chairs. For further information please contact, 
Irish Association spokesperson available on 086 024 1055 
Care Champions spokesperson available on 089 447 7018 
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Briefing Notes: Excerpts from IASW Briefings to Government: 

IASW Press Release 29th April 2020 – Press Release sent to Minister for Health. 

“Almost half of Covid_19 deaths have occurred outside hospitals in residential settings without 

access to social work palliative or bereavement care. Social workers have invaluable expertise in 

supporting the dying person and responding to the needs of the newly bereaved. We are willing, 

able and prepared to use these skills and to support our communities in the fight against Covid-19. 

National responses to the psychosocial needs of the dying and bereaved need to tap into this vital 

resource, use our expertise and deploy us to areas of greatest need. The personal and economic 

costs of not providing access to a dedicated social work service will be huge if we do not plan to 

meet the needs of those dying and bereaved at this time” 

IASW Correspondence 18th May 2020 to Minister for Health 

‘’I write to seek a meeting with you to express our deep concerns about the continued unmet needs 

of the dying, bereaved families and surviving residents in nursing home and residential care settings 

and to propose how this situation could be address. The harrowing accounts of families of the 

deceased in Dealgan Nursing Home, highlighting the devastating impact of poor communication, 

clearly demonstrates the need to act. Action must be urgent, given the high number of deaths which 

have occurred to date. The IASW would welcome an opportunity to meet with you and share our 

expertise to inform a national response.’’ 

IASW Correspondence 25th May 2020 to Minister for Health. 

‘’The IASW is concerned about the absence of a social work adult safeguarding expert or practitioner 

on any of the national steering groups, expert advisory groups, or committees within the 

Department of Health to date. This is in direct contrast to practice in Northern Ireland, where the 

Chief Social Worker Sean Holland reports directly to the Minister for Health and assists in the 

delivery of a social model of health, which includes meeting the wide range of psychosocial needs of 

nursing home residents. The absence of this expertise to date during the Corona pandemic has 

resulted in a medical response only to the needs of older people focusing primarily on the physical 

and clinical needs of people. Nursing home residents aspire to far more than physical safety during 

the pandemic. They wish to communicate, to express their wishes, to feel connected to their families 

and wider communities. HIQA in late 2019 reported the need for increased safeguarding measures 

in nursing homes. There is a clear remit for the safeguarding expertise of social work on the Expert 

Advisory Group regarding nursing homes as well as in other relevant structures in the Dept. of 

Health.’’ 

IASW Press Release 25th August 2020 sent to Minister for Health. 

‘’During the pandemic, safeguarding social workers have continued to investigate harrowing cases 

involving the rape, sexual assault, physical abuse, financial abuse, and neglect of residents in nursing 

homes. The message from the social work profession to Government is clear – without adult 

safeguarding legislation and investment in our safeguarding social work teams, social workers 

cannot adequately protect and support older or vulnerable adults in nursing homes.’’ 
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IASW Press Release June 8th 2020 
 
‘’The Irish Association of Social Workers (IASW) have today written to the Nursing Home Expert 
Panel and the Special Oireachtas Committee on the COVID-19 Response to call for: 

• The appointment of an expert on adult safeguarding and social work to the Nursing Home 
Expert Panel. 

• The Expert Panel and the Special Oireachtas Committee to consider the impact of the lack of 
safeguarding measures to protect nursing home residents from abuse or neglect during the 
period when public health measures cocooning residents were introduced. 

• An examination of the end of life support and care received by deceased residents and their 
families by the Nursing Home Expert Panel review.’’ 

 IASW Correspondence 10th December 2020 to Minister for Health: 

‘’The IASW is particularly concerned about the absence of social work safeguarding expertise 

informing any aspect of the response to date. Despite social work being identified as an essential 

service in the Expert Panel Report on Nursing Homes and the IASW’s repeated efforts to engage with 

the Department of Health, consultation has not taken place. This has resulted in the failure of 

Government to recognise the vital and irreplaceable role family members play in the safety and 

protection of residents. We know that cases of poor quality care, neglect, and abuse can occur in all 

institutions, including nursing home settings; multiple examples exist. The HSE recently 

acknowledged ‘significant reporting of institutional abuse notifications’ in CHO7 contributed to the 

1000 cases which did not receive any HSE social work response in 2019.’’ 

IASW Correspondence 27th January 2021 to Minister for Health: 

‘‘Despite the positive work of the Expert panel, there has been a continued failure to strategically 

plan the delivery of professional crisis support and communication care to distressed families & 

residents during outbreaks of Covid-19 in nursing homes. Equally the HSE has not provided a 

response in their outbreak response teams. Almost a year into the pandemic, frontline Social 

Workers continue to hear from bereaved families that have had similar experiences in their grief to 

those of the families of Dealgan House. These are of significant concern and reported regularly in the 

media. Based on the work of innovative social workers and HSE managers which delivered a liaison 

social work service in some public nursing homes in wave one, the IASW developed a liaison social 

work model, sent to your office, and to the HSE in May 2020. This model has been picked for 

inclusion in a global report on aging for publication by The Economist’s Intelligence Unit, as the only 

international project focusing on needs and rights of residents and families during an outbreak, it 

has received positive feedback from families and care staff and provides a short-term measure to 

avoid the unnecessary distress and grief experienced by families.’’ 

IASW Correspondence 10th March 2021 to Minister for Health: 

‘’As previously highlighted with your office, pre-existing concerns about the inadequacy of 

safeguarding & regulation in our nursing home sector were overlooked at the outset of the 

pandemic. There was also a failure to recognise the vital and irreplaceable protection offered by 
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family life within that poorly regulated system. As such, clear red flags which should have highlighted 

the risks to residents posed by prolonged cocooning were overlooked. Government policy choices 

further weakened the rights and safeguards available to residents.’’ 

Briefing with Minister Mary Butler, 19th March 2020: 

IASW representatives provided full briefing on increased safeguarding risks and avoidable harm 
experienced by residents in nursing homes over the pandemic and proposed solutions. 
 

Definitions: Adult safeguarding means putting measures in place to reduce the risk of harm (i.e. an 

action or omission causing harm), to adults at risk, as well as promoting and protecting adults’ 

human rights, health and well-being and empowering people to protect themselves. 


