GOFAL AM GYMRU . TAKING CARE OF WALES

Mark Drakeford
First Minister of Wales
By email: PS.FirstMinisterfoov.wales

8 April 2020

Dear Mark

I am writing to you on behalf of those members of Care Forum Wales who run care homes for the
elderly to ask for urgent disclosure of the Welsh Government’s risk assessment underpinning current
safe discharges from hospitals to care homes. We understand these discharges are part of creating
additional capacity for the imminent Covid-19 peak. Our members understand the importance of
this urgent action and salute the frontline staff and the support teams who are preparing to fight
this pandemic, the magnitude of which has not been seen for decades. Members recognise also that
the NHS is under incredible pressure at this time and resources are being mobilised, and decisions
are being made, at speed.

CFW care home members are, however, concerned that sufficient attention is not being given to

a larger threat than to the general population of Wales. As you are aware, care homes for the elderly
look after residents who are in the extreme high risk category for Covid-19 as these residents are
predominantly over the age of 70 and have underlying conditions. By their nature, such care homes
are a setting where there will be high risk of contagion, if the virus enters the home. This risk arises
out of the very close contact residents have with staff, particularly when receiving personal care. In
this respect, the situation is very similar to hospital settings. Most care homes in Wales immediately
recognised the threat this virus poses to their residents and they put in place stringent measures to
shield them. Such measures were instinctive and, in many instances, were implemented well ahead
of official guidance being given and without access to better information. This may have saved many
residents from being infected.

Our members already report being pressured into admitting patients from hospitals, and following
yesterday’s publication of the discharge guidance, this may well increase. They feel they can only
safely do so with adequate personal protective equipment (PPE) and appropriate use of testing. This
is in order to fulfil their duty of care to existing residents, who have already been physically parted
from family members and friends for some time to protect them from the virus. But it is also to
reassure staff, who have their own health and families to consider, that is sufficiently safe for them
to continue working.

There has to be joined-up thinking around hospital discharges, which is not happening at present.
Care homes in Wales are an important resource in this pandemic but only if they are supported
appropriately. We have real concerns that, without improved planning and liaison with the sector,
the current approach will quickly lead to an avoidable disaster as we have already seen in care
homes in Liverpool and Glasgow, and more starkly in Paris and Madrid.
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As you are aware, it is a cornerstone of current pandemic controls that everyone practises ‘social
distancing’ (in reality, physical distancing) including that different ‘households’ do not mix, wherever
possible. The discharge of current hospital patients, without testing, or sufficient PPE to facilitate
barrier nursing in case the person is infectious but asymptomatic, constitutes a significant departure
from these controls. It therefore requires justification and explanation. In particular, we are
increasingly being approached by our members who are particularly concerned about those who are
physically active, but with dementia or another cognitive impairment which, should they be infected,
would make it difficult to keep other residents safe.

Our members across Wales do not currently see the clarity of thinking and delivery of resources to
match the stated national focus on protecting the vulnerable, when those vulnerable people are
care home residents. At present, CFW is unable to reassure its members, as we have no evidence
that Welsh Government - through its agencies - will provide the significant resources that would be
needed if care homes have (as they will if the virus enters) significant number of residents with the
infection.

Nobody disputes that increased NHS bed capacity is likely to be required in the next few weeks, and
therefore that hospital discharges are necessary. What, however, is less clear to our members, their
staff, and residents’ families is how the risk of these current discharges - to environments with highly
vulnerable existing residents - is a proportionate risk.

In stark terms, there are approximately 20,000 care home beds in Wales — more than in the NHS -
with perhaps 10-15% capacity at present (or 2,000 to 3,000 beds). By contrast, there are we
understand around 12,000 NHS beds (before the field hospitals currently being commissioned are
taken into account). Across the UK, the stated aim has been to keep the total number of Covid-19
deaths below 20,000.

Our members are deeply concerned that, without clear explanation by NHS Wales and Welsh
Government of its risk assessment and resourcing arrangements, the current discharge approach -
without tests and without sufficient full PPE - gives the appearance of ‘sacrificing’ the 20,000 older
people in care homes in Wales, quite apart from putting staff at risk. This cannot be right, and is not
consistent with the UK-wide policy of seeking to protect the most vulnerable.

Whilst we recognise the situation regarding PPE is improving, it is from a very low base and at
present, our members feel they are barely receiving sufficient PPE to care appropriately for existing
residents in the changed infection climate. Some hospital discharge managers are putting huge
pressure on our members to accept these new residents. Care homes want to help, but they have to
do so in a way that is as safe as possible, accepting that these are unprecedented circumstances.

The situation is extremely difficult. We are caring for our residents in a ‘lockdown’ environment with
supply shortages, including difficulties obtaining hand sanitiser, thermometers and food, as well as
PPE. Staff and their families are being infected by the virus and accordingly having to go into self-
isolation. This is a perfect storm that we cannot manage without significantly more resources
support and clarity.
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The care home sector needs action and delivered resources, and it needs it fast. This cannot be
ignored; our members need to be supported to contain the spread. If care homes fail their staff,
residents and their families the situation will add to, rather than decrease, the pressure on the NHS.
We suggest that the next week is a window that must not be missed: the situation could be sorted
out before the number of infections in care homes increases significantly. Care homes are already
struggling with a reduced workforce, and that may be expected to decrease further as we have not
reached the peak of the virus yet.

We would ask you to look into this issue as a matter of urgency, to clarify the policy, the risk
assessment and Welsh Government’s proposals to avert the additional crisis we are concerned

about.

Your sincerely

Personal Data

Mary Wimbury

Chief Executive, Care Forum Wales

cc. Vaughan Gething, Minister for Health and Social Services via
Correspondence Vaughan Gething@aov.wales

Julie Morgan, Deputy Minister for Health & Social Services via
Correspondence . Julie Morgan@®gov. wales
Responsibilities
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