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Absence of

preparation for
opening schools

is terrifying

ne of the advantages Ireland has

in dealing with the pandemic is

the ability to see into the future.

Whatis happening in Asia now
will happen to us in August or September.
And one of the things that is happening
there has huge implications for what we
will be doing in those months: reopening
schools.

Public health policy here has assumed
that children don’t spread the virus much.
Butin South Korea, one of the countries
that has dealt best with the crisis, evidence
has emerged that, while children under 10
were half aslikely as adults were to spread
Covid-19, children over 10 are “even more
likely to infect others than adults were”.

Opening schools that have been closed

since March 12th is the single most
important thing the Government has to
do. Children are suffering and the most
vulnerable are suffering most. A survey of
more than 700 second-level teachers by
researchers at Trinity College Dublin
found that students in disadvantaged
secondary schools are three times more
likely to have disengaged from their
teachers during the lockdown. The
picture is unlikely to be any brighter for
primary school kids.

The Government is faced with an
excruciating dilemma. There are two
absolute imperatives: to control the
pandemic and to get children and young
people back into the classroom. But it is
extremely difficult to do both and the
news from South Korea makesit even
harder. Ifkids over 10 are more infective
than adults, putting them together
indoors in the same rooms for hours on
endisnoless dangerous than doing the
same with grown-ups. If the Déil can’t sit
in Leinster House, how can kids sitina
classroom?

Child welfare, social justice and eco-
nomicrecovery on the one side and public
health on the other exert equal and
opposite pressures. Balancing the differ-
entrisks demands a massive national
effort to reconfigure schoolrooms, to
build temporary classrooms and install
new toilets, to recruit extra staff for

teaching and cleaning and to provide huge
amounts of protective and sanitary
equipment. This effort has to be on the
same scale as theradical and urgent
reorganisation of hospitals at the start of
the pandemic.

But there is no sign of any such plan.
Schools are due to reopen in just five
weeks. In the last week of May, we were
told that “aroadmap for the reopening
schools from late August will be ready
within a fortnight”. We still don’t have it.

Exceptional
Last Thursday, the new Minister for
Education Norma Foley was in the D4il,
presenting her department’s annual
estimates. Here are her own words. Read
them and weep: “I should explain that the
revised estimate presented today does not
include any provision in relation to
Covid-19 at this stage. .. itis myintention
that the exceptional funding require-
ments of the education and skills sector
for thisyear...will need to be addressed
as part of the supplementary estimates
process. This will allow a clear picture as
tothe scale of the investment needed in
the sector to ensure that it is adequately
funded to respond to the unprecedented
challenges that currently exist in our
schools...”

So, as of last Thursday evening, the
department not only had no budget for the

The Government seems to
be leading us into a great
national test without
having done its homework.
The results cannot be good

radical changes that need to be made in
schools, it had, by its own account, no
“clear picture” of the scale of investment
and action required. If there are no
estimates of cost, it can only be because
the department has not done the detailed
work that would identify what each school
needs. Inits misnamed Planning for
Re-Opening Schools document of June
12th, the department pretty much says
this: “Itis not feasible, from a cost,
sustainability or delivery perspective, to
identify and implement the additional
classroom capacity (through pre-fabricat-
ed units, construction work) across each
school.”

What does “not feasible” mean in the
context of a national emergency? Thisis

too hard so we’re not doing it. Is that it?

Asofnow, Foley and her department
can’ttell the parents of a million children
how the school day will work, how many
hours or days children will attend, where
the extra space will be, what will happen
with PPE and sanitation, whatimmuno-
compromised children, parents or
teachers are supposed to do, how trans-
portwill operate, or what happens after a
pupil or teacher tests positive.

This s, frankly, terrifying. The underly-
ing condition of Irish education is the
history of church control that makes
schools private entities. We saw what
happenedin March and Aprilin an
analogous situation - privately-owned
nursing homes were left to their own
devices with lethal results. Are we about to
do this again with schools?

Vanished

Scariest of all is this simple sentence from
Foleylast week: “I am absolutely commit-
ted to the goal of reopening our primary
and post-primary schools as normal at the
end of the summer.” As normal -can
there be two more dangerously deluded
words? Itis, literally, old-school thinking.
We can’t send our children backinto a
world that hasvanished. The Government
seems to be leading us into a great nation-
al test without having done its homework.
The results cannot be good.

Low-wage poverty
injustice exposed

Covid-19 must not derail
better care for the elderly
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We must evolve from
nursing homes model to
cost-effective alternatives
in the home

uch has been written and

spoken about residential care

for older peoplein Ireland since

the first outbreak of Covid-19
on February 29th. There has also been
some public outcry about the excessive
number of Covid-related deathsin
nursing homes and calls for inquiries into
such tragedies. Factors identified as
responsible include: the Government’s
initial, almost exclusive focus on hospitals
and on the discharge from hospitals to
nursing homes of frail, older people not
tested for Covid-19; the asymptomatic
spread of the infection within nursing
homes; lack of personal protective
equipment and oxygen supply; a recruit-
mentdrive by the Health Service Execu-
tive which probably caused staff shortages
in the private and voluntary sector; and
environmental factors such as congregate
living.

Repeatedly, in discussions about what
went terribly wrong, experts have pointed
to the need for a continuum of care and for
new models of nursing home care to be
introduced inIreland, such asthe Eden
Alternative or the green house model.
There is nothing that new about these
models or indeed recommendations for

theirintroduction. Several have been in
existence across Europe since the late
1980s.

In1987, Denmark passed new legisla-
tion suspending all institutional care for
older people and in 1992, in Sweden,
residential care was replaced with special
housing in various forms. Since the 1990s,
the Netherlands has also blazed a trail,
providingits frail, older people, including
those with dementia, with a suite of
differentaccommodation options. In
2010, the Dutch government launched an
ambitious programme for aged care
facilities, worth €80 million, focusing on
small-scale domestic dwellings, choice,
autonomy, meaningful activities, preserva-
tion of personhood and facilitative
relationships.

‘Home'and nursing

Over the past decade, seminars have been
hosted in Ireland where international
experts have shared knowledge and
expertise demonstrating how their
countries have successfully reformed
policy by re-engineering the organisation-
al structure of care homes and by bringing
“home” into nursing homes.

Asfarbackas 2010, Athena McLean,
author of the book A Study of Nursing
Home Care in the US, gave a public
seminar in TCD on the green house
model, its philosophy of care, clinical
leadership with multi-disciplinary input.

Sadly, over the years, much of this
effort to recalibrate nursing home care in
Ireland has failed, as investors continue to
build large-scale facilities outside cities
and towns, leaving many frail older people
socially marooned and disconnected from
friends, families and communities.

But finally, politicians had begun to
listen and acknowledge the need for
change. The impetus for this change had
already commenced before Covid-19. In
early 2019, the government published an
important policy statement addressing a
range of housing options for older people
and around the same time commissioned
another report on the continuum of care

for people with dementia. Reports are a
useful way for politicians to demonstrate
they are taking action but often nothing
happens until a crisis occurs.

Andnow a crisis has occurred and the
Government’s initial response has been to
establish a nursing home panel to exam-
ine best-practice measures regarding
Covid-19. Noteworthy here are the terms
of reference for this inquiry and the focus
on safeguarding older people. Noteworthy
toois the panel composition, with no allied
health service professional on board, no
nursing home resident, representative or
family caregiver. Also given that the side
effects of Covid-19 - such as loneliness,
isolation, anxiety and depression - may be
as harmful as the infection itself, it is
noteworthy that no clinical psychologist

While a nursing home
review may be necessary,
there is a danger now that
its narrow and strongly
bio-medical focus will take
spotlight off other broader
unfinished initiatives

sits on this panel. And given that up to
three-quarters of older people in
long-term care probably have dementia, it
is striking that that there is no dementia
expert on the panel.

A cynic might question the real purpose
of this inquiry especially when experts
have already identified those factors
believed to have contributed to the crisis.
A carefulread of the lengthy transcript
from the Oireachtas Special Committee
on Covid-19 hearing of May 26th tells the

m Experts have pointed to the need
for a continuum of care and for new
models of nursing home care to be
introduced in Ireland. PHOTOGRAPH: PA

whole albeit extremely tragic story.

These are extremely challenging times.
While a nursing home review may be
necessary, there is adanger now thatits
narrow and strongly bio-medical focus
will take the spotlight off other broader
unfinished initiatives, currently under
way on the Irish aged-care landscape.

For example, we have a visionary piece
of legislation, the Assisted Decision-Mak-
ing Capacity Act, that has the potential to
improve quality of life for many people
whose capacity is compromised, as it
enshrines alegal right to autonomy.
Although first enacted five years ago, the
legislation is still not widely implemented.
We have anational dementia strategy
about to expire, with no commitment
made for its renewal and no ring-fenced
funding allocated to progress the good
work already under way. We have legisla-
tion entitling older people to live in
nursing homes but no similar legislation
enabling them to live at home with
homecare supports. A new statutory
homecare scheme was to be trialled this
year but given the current pandemic this
isunlikely to proceed.

The Covid-19 crisis has demonstrated
that, more than ever before, thereis an
urgent need for good political leadership
in older people’s services in Ireland and
for a shiftin the balance of care away from
nursing home models towards alternate
potentially cost-effective approaches.
Greater emphasis must also be placed on
home adaptation, universal design, and
technological solutions to enable older
people live well in their own homes. We
cannot afford to let Covid-19 set the clock
back.

Suzanne Cahillis adjunct professor of the
school of social work and social policy at
Trinity College Dublin
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Value of cleaners,
supermarket packers,
and storekeepers
emerged in pandemic

ope Francis,inarecent

address, referred to “a

pandemic of poverty”

throughout the world.
Almost 15 per cent of the
world’s population live in
extreme poverty—on less than
$1.90 aday, according to the
World Bank.

Inthe case of Ireland, it is
estimated there were 689,000
peopleliving in poverty in
2019, anincrease of 36,000 on
2018 figures. Poverty, as
defined by the Central Statis-
tics Office, is having to live on
less than 60 per cent of median
income, or below €43 per day.

Atthe same time, the wealth
level of the general population
worldwide has been rising.
Realincome, as well as gross
domestic product per capita,
hasincreased worldwide since
the turn of the century.

This happened within the
globalised capitalist economic
system. Ireland morphed from
high unemployment, mass
emigration and capital flight in
the depressed 1980s to the
2019/2020 (pre-pandemic)
position of fourth-wealthiest
countryin the OECD and
among the wealthiest in the
EU (GDP per capita rankings).

This was effected largely by
becoming a services trading
nation which in turn was made
possible by the globalised
technological revolution. So is
this capitalist system, which
has served the majority so well,
capable of extending its
benefits to those living in
poverty? Thisis a question
exercising the minds of many
in the worlds of economics,
business and banking as well
asamong social justice
activists.

Justicev charity

Atthe 2019 World Economic
Forum in Davos, the subject
“Ethical Capitalism-Worth a
Try?” was on the agenda. Pope
Francis addressed the Davos
meeting in support of a more
inclusive world economic
order, carrying on the social
justice mission of the Catholic
Church.

His predecessor, Benedict
XV1, published the encyclical,
Caritasin Veritate (Love in
Truth), on the eve of the 2009
G8 Summit. Init he affirmed
that “justice isinseparable
from charity . . . The truth of
development consists in its
completeness. Ifit does not
involve the whole man and
every man, itis nottrue
development”.

Churchmen of other faiths
have spoken similarly. Former
archbishop of Canterbury
Rowan Williams brought
social justice into the public

square, arguing for a shift
from a construct of a global
economy to one of a global
society.

Ethical capitalism has been
putinto practice in several
instancesrecently. An exam-
pleis Acumen, a non-profit
global venture capital fund
with the aim of using an
entrepreneurial approachin
reducing poverty, giving the
poor a chance to invest in skills
andlocal resources rather
than depend on aid.

The Grameen Bank of
Bangladesh provides credit to
the poorest of the poor thereby
empowering them to achieve
productive lives.

Those without adequate
food or shelter cannot wait for
the shift to a world order based
on social justice. Social
spending by governments via
public housing and welfare
payments must continue.

The fact that such subsidies
areinadequateis evidenced by
the gap filled by non-govern-
mental agencies, often motivat-
ed by religion, such asthe
Salvation Army and the
Society of St Vincent de Paul in
our part of the world.

While such relief agencies
are necessary, other causes of
poverty and its complexity
must be addressed. In some
Third World countries, poor
governanceis a factor. There
are avariety of causesat home,
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‘ Providing
services
involved not only
doctors and nurses
but cleaners,
supermarket
packers and
storekeepers

including addiction and
violence.

Poverty can be chronic,
from one generation to the
next, in which case education
of the young could be an
escaperoute. Poverty can
happen almost overnight
when a homeislost because
there is no money to pay the
mortgage. It can happen
suddenly when a business fails.
In such cases, access to credit
isafactor.

An aspect of poverty which
has surfaced during the
pandemicis low-wages
poverty. Providing services for
victims and the public involved
not only doctors and nurses
but cleaners, supermarket
packers and storekeepers.

Atone pointitwasnoted
that the pandemic unemploy-
ment benefit was more than
some of these workers were
paid ordinarily. That was a
wake-up call suggesting that
we consider the value we place
on low-skilled but necessary
work. Adjusting the wage
differential affecting such
workers might be a step
towards reducing poverty in
our society.

Carmel Heaneyis aformer
diplomatand afreelance writer
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