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Covid in Scotland: Families
make plea to resume care home
visits

® 10 February 2021

Coronavirus

Relatives of care home residents are telling the Scottish government itis
time to let them visit their loved ones.
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After almost 11 months, many are still only seeing vulnerable relatives
through windows or outside, if at all.

The Scottish government says new guidelines on visiting are "imminent”.

But MSPs are due to consider a petition on Wednesday calling for one
designated visitor per care home resident to be allowed.

National Records of Scotland statistics show that since restrictions were first
introduced in March 2020, 14,273 residents have died inside Scottish care
homes.

» Call to improve ‘cruel’ care home visiting rules

e What went wrong in Scotland's care homes?

Covid has been a factor in one in five of the deaths but relatives fear many
more have been caused by the isolation their loved ones have felt over the
past year with many simply just giving up.

With almost all care home residents having had their first vaccine dose,
families are hoping for good news on visiting.

'Nobody puts their relative in a care
home expecting never to see them
again'

Elaine Macdonald is one of them.

She has seen deterioration in her mum Jean McKay since the start of the
pandemic.

Jean, 81, has advanced Alzheimers and has lived in a care home for five years.
Until March 2020, Elaine and her sister took her out twice a week.
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Elaine believes that after almost a year, something better should be possible.

"Other groups in society, outside the care home setting, are able to form
extended households and bubbles," she said.

"And here we are in care homes and it is like prison - people are not allowed to
see their relatives in a normal way, there is no holding hands and no contact.

"It makes me feel frustrated and sad and | am beginning to wonder if we are
ever going to get in to see them properly again.”

| Elaine Macdonald says the way care home residents are being treated is "inhumane”

She added: "Nobody puts their relative in a care home expecting never to be
able to see them again. Nobody would do it, and now | know people who are
deciding not to do it."

"It's time to let people have their relationships with their family members
again - this whole situation is inhumane and it has to come to an end."

Natasha Hamilton, from Edinburgh, is desperate to see more of her mum
Anne, who has early onset dementia and is in a home in East Kilbride. She
started a petition in September to give residents like Anne the right to see at
least one caregiving relative, regardless of lockdown or levels.
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'The faces are no longer there'

"We are doing it for her," she said. "She would fight to see her children, she
would fight to see her husband. We are fighting so mum has the right to see
her family.

"I find it absolutely awful thinking what is going through her head just now -
that those faces she used to know, visiting her all the time, are no longer
there. That part hurts me more than me not being able to see my mum.

"We have to learn from this so that care home residents are not kept apart
from their families for almost a year again. Residents in care homes have to be
living, not just existing."

The petition has more than 92,000 signatures and is to be considered by a
committee of MSPs on Wednesday.

During FMQs, Scottish Lib Dem leader Willie Rennie pressed the first minister
for a date on when safe visiting of care homes may be allowed.

Nicola Sturgeon said that new guidance on the matter was being worked on
and would be "published imminently", but would not commit to a date.

"l very much hope we can reach that position soon but just as | have tried to
avoid doing in past, | have tried to refrain from giving simplistic or easy
answers.

"I think that would be wrong and run the risk of giving families falsehoods. |
want a date we can have some confidence in. | don't underestimate how deeply
traumatic this is."
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Natasha Hamilton started a petition after her mother Anne Duke, 63, was cut off from family in a care
home during the pandemic

Hundreds of relatives have also been sending letters and posters to their
MSPs in the "Broken Hearts" campaign to draw attention to the issue.

National clinical director Jason Leitch said during Tuesday's coronavirus
briefing that Health Secretary Jeane Freeman was finalising new advice.

He said: "New guidance is imminent that will be published shortly, once the
cabinet secretary has final meetings with officials.

"She has met with the care home relatives group, as have I. It's not just about
vaccine, it's protection from outbreaks, it's test and protect, it's staff, it's PPE
and it is about what should and could be permitted for families to reconnect
after such a long time."

Donald Macaskill, chief executive of Scottish Care, which represents the
private care sector in Scotland, said everyone involved had been consulted
over the new plans.

He added that after 11 months there was a realisation that the risk of the virus
and the risk of people no longer being in touch and in contact with their
families had to be balanced.

Natasha Hamilton feels that care home residents like her mum Anne are existing rather than living
without access to their families

He said: "One of the reasons we are all trying to engage is so we don't get a
lottery of one company doing it and another not doing it. The reason people
are anxious is because of the fear of the virus.
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"No care provider wants to keep people apart. Neither do they want the
devastation of this virus.

"What we are doing is to reduce the fear, increase confidence and make sure
visiting can happen indoors as a matter of priority."
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