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Submission to the Department of Health on the Provision of Respite Services 
 
Family Carers Ireland welcomes the opportunity to submit our views to the Department of Health on 
issues relating to the provision of respite services. Family Carers Ireland is a national membership 
charity for carers. For 26 years we have worked to improve supports, services and recognition for 
anyone living with the challenges of caring for a family member or friend who is ill, frail, disabled or 
has mental health difficulties.  Through our network of 22 resource centres and 66 support groups we 
engage with approximately 20,000 family carers throughout Ireland every year. This submission is 
based on our experience of supporting and advocating for Ireland’s 355,000 family carers1. 
 

1. What are the strengths and weaknesses of the current provision of respite and what 
improvements could be made?  

 
Strengths 
The current respite crisis makes it difficult to identify any significant positives. That said, a strengths-
based analysis of current respite provision would undoubtedly highlight: 
 

 The provision contained within the Charges for In-Patient Services (Amendment) Regulations 
2011 which allows for 30 days free in-patient services in HSE public facilities, including respite, 
and thereafter caps weekly charges at a maximum rate of €175. 

 Host Family Respite Care, while not appropriate to all children/adults with a disability, has 
offered an alternative model of respite care, giving clients the opportunity to enjoy care in a 
family home rather than a residential centre, while giving the family/carer a break from their 
routine of care.  

 
Weaknesses 

 There is no standard definition of respite care, with a broad range of definitions proffered 
depending on the profession, client profile, type of disability, service provider and the nature and 
regularity of the service.  This variation in definition, while understandable, makes it difficult to 
establish a baseline for respite provision or indeed measure differences across regions or time.  

 The number of respite beds and in-home respite hours available is wholly inadequate. 
Ironically, while respite is consistently identified as a key intervention to support the health and 
wellbeing of carers, in recent years a perfect storm of events has led to respite becoming 
increasing difficult to avail of. Funding cuts, staff shortages, bed closures as a result of HIQA 
inspections and the transfer of respite beds to transitional care beds or long stay beds have 
combined to reduce respite availability and deny carers this vital support. Figures released in 
August 2018 show that 1,741 fewer respite care sessions, both overnight and day sessions, were 
provided in the first three months of 2018 compared to the same period in 2017, despite an ever 
increasing demand for this vital service. This has resulted in a total loss of 1,588 overnight sessions 
and 153 day sessions for family carers2 (appendix 1). 

 There is a lack of appropriate and flexible respite options available, particularly for children with 
life limiting conditions and adults with a disability. In many cases, even when respite is available, 
families are unwilling to use it due to the risk of injury to their loved one, the lack of specialist 
care or its age-inappropriateness. Indeed, there is currently no dedicated respite service available 
for carers caring for a loved one with a mental health difficulty. 

 

                                                 
1 National Carers Strategy (2012) defines a Family Carer as ‘someone providing an ongoing significant level of care to a person 
in need of that care in the home due to illness or disability or frailty’. 
2 Figures obtained by Sinn Fein TD Louise O’Reilly. 
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2. Any initiatives you would suggest; if funding became available? What are the priority actions 
should funding come available?  

 
Priority Actions 

 Respite care must no longer be regarded as desirable, but rather as an essential component in 
our health and social care infrastructure, supporting people with care needs and giving carers and 
families the breaks they need in order to sustain themselves and continue in their caring role. As 
is the case in Germany and the Netherlands3 any package of home support must include regular, 
flexible and appropriate respite. To this end Family Carers Ireland believes that the impending 
statutory home care scheme must enshrine an annual entitlement to at least 20 days respite in 
line with the statutory leave available to paid workers. 

 The centrality of the cared for person, means that carers can only really benefit from respite if 
they are satisfied that the cared for person is happy and is also seen to benefit. Respite is 
therefore not only about a break for family and carers, nor should it be solely for those under 
stress. Any respite service must provide positive opportunities for young people, adults and 
older people to interact with their peers, to achieve a measure of independence and to enjoy 
relationships with people outside their immediate family. Where appropriate, it should also 
facilitate a transition pathway to independent living in later years.  

 Respite delivered by services within child, disability and aged sectors should be demand rather 
than resource-led and address the how, where, when, what and who of flexible respite 
services: 

- How: Service providers should conduct a comprehensive assessment of the goals and 
needs of both the client and their carer and personalise respite services with regard to: 

- Where: The respite setting should be appropriate to the client’s needs, age and location. 
- When: The time, frequency and duration of respite should be appropriate to the 

client/carers needs. 
- What: The respite service should provide a good range and choice of appropriate activities 

to meet the person’s interests and capacity. 
- Who: The respite service should employ quality, well-trained trained and suitable staff. 

 Carers/families must be have access to regular, planned and secure respite, enabling them to 
plan for and enjoy holidays, family events etc. It is also important that mechanisms are in place 
to deal with emergency situations, whereby carers can be confident that there loved one will be 
looked after appropriately should they become unwell, or face a crisis themselves.  

 
3. What views do you have on appropriate criteria for allocating and prioritising respite resources 

All fulltime carers, caring for a loved one medically assessed as requiring fulltime care should have 
access to regular, planned respite – a minimum 20 days per year. As noted above, respite 
arrangements should be embedded within the statutory homecare scheme, and designed around 
the outcomes of a comprehensive needs assessment which takes account of the preferences of both 
the carer and the cared for person, and is clinically appropriate. No fulltime carer should be denied 
respite due to their financial circumstances or their geographical location.  

 
4. Any views on current booking arrangements? Would an electronic booking system be useful?  

Current arrangements for booking respite are ad hoc, inconsistent and happenchance, particularly 
where families are attempting to secure respite within the public system in order to avail of the 30 
free in-patient days provided for under the Charges for In-patient Services 2011. Families who cannot 
secure respite under the public health system and rely on private provision can pay in excess of 
€1,000 weekly. Not only do families face significant challenges securing respite, but on occasion 
some families have found themselves in the unfortunate situation of having had booked respite but 

                                                 
3 HRB (2017) Approaches to the Regulation and Financing of Home Care Services in Four European Countries (p.63/69). 
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then being let down by the respite provider at short notice due to staffing issues, bed shortages, 
HIQA inspections etc. and have had to cancel holidays or miss family events. The introduction of a 
reliable and secure booking system for respite would be enormously helpful to families, allowing 
them to plan for and look forward to future events. It would also be of assistance to the HSE who 
will be better able to forward plan staffing and respite budgets. 

 
5. What would be the balance between families / individuals who get no support at present, and 

those who need additional support?  
Not all families or cared for persons want to avail of respite, and these wishes should be respected. 
For those who are assessed as needing respite and wish to avail of it, then a minimum annual level 
of respite should be available i.e. at least 20 day in line with the statutory entitlement for annual 
leave for paid employees. Families who provide high level complex care should be offered more 
regular respite. 
 

6. Any recommendations on important literature or research on the issue of respite care.  
Family Carers Ireland wish to highlight three specific themes emerging from literature on respite: 

 
(i). Respite is not desirable but essential: 

Respite care is regarded as one of the key formal support interventions to alleviate the stress of 
caring and is consistently identified in literature as critical to caregiving efforts. 
 

(ii). Respite should be based on 8 principles and provided as a ‘Right’. 
In their review of international best practice, Merriman and Canavan (2007)4 argue that respite care 
should be a critical component of a comprehensive and integrated range of services in the community 
for people with disabilities and should reflect the specific needs of the person and family involved and 
be provided as a right. Furthermore, the authors argue that respite services should have clear 
systematic goals which should be regularly reviewed and evaluated. In the course of their research, 
Merriman and Canavan ied8 principles of best practice in the provision of respite care:  
 
Principle 1: Respite services be person and family-centred; 
Principle 2: Respite services be provided on a rights basis; 
Principle 3: Respite be defined as a support service and regarded among a system of support services; 
Principle 4: That there be a single point of access to respite care services in a given administrative area. 
Principle 5: That respite services be designed in consultation with families in acknowledgement of their 
expertise in providing care; 
Principle 6: That respite be designed to facilitate the service user in building relationships in their 
community; 
Principle 7: That respite services be age-appropriate and develop as the service-user develops; 
Principle 8: That respite care services have clear goals and that systematic and regular review ensure 
achievement of those goals. 

 
(iii). Despite its importance statics show that respite provision in Ireland is decreasing 
As discussed above, figures obtained by Sinn Fein for the first quarter of 2018 show that respite 
provision is declining. This is despite a 36% increase in the older population and a 63% increase in the 
number of people with a number between 2006 and 2016 (Census 2006/Census 2016). 
 
 
 

                                                 
4 Merriman, B. & Canavan, J. (2007) Towards Best Practice in the Provision of Respite Services for People with Intellectual 
Disabilities and Autism Galway: Child and Family Research Centre, U.C.G. 
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Appendix 1: Figures on Respite Care Sessions Quarter 1 2018 
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