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The introduction of Free Personal Care in Scotland has been one of the most important acts of the Scottish Parliament so far. It represents a tangible expression of how Scotland believed things could be and would be different under devolution. It is also a policy which is almost universally popular, having attracted support from politicians and the public right across the political spectrum.

Figures on spending on free personal care in each local authority are published by the Scottish Executive, and added to give an all Scotland total. For the latest available year 2004/05, the cost of providing free personal care in an elderly person’s own home is given as £135.7 million: and for care homes, the costs are £65 million for free personal care and £19 million for free nursing care.
So what do we learn from the publication about how well the policy is working and how much it is costing?

Immediately obvious is that the £135.7 million expenditure total for Scotland for personal care in the elderly person’s home includes a zero entry for West Lothian: (in 2002/03, expenditure on this care in West Lothian was £3.76 million).   But there are other problems. A simple check on the quality of the data is to look at each local authority’s spend per hour in providing personal care in the person’s own home: this is a statistic which can be derived from the information published by the Scottish Executive.  The guidance associated with the local authority return which gives rise to these figures states that, in working out spend, all oncosts should be included: that is, national insurance costs, supervision, central administration etc. The table below shows the average cost of an hour’s provision of free personal care in a person’s own home for Scotland, for the most expensive authority, for the least expensive, and also for the largest authority, Glasgow. The range across Scotland in the average cost of an hour’s provision is very large indeed, given that the guidance to all local authorities implies uniformity in the categories of expenditure which should be included.  Further, given that all oncosts should be included, it is just not credible that actual costs could be as low as the Scottish Executive data indicate for some major local authorities.

Average Cost by Local Authority of Providing An Hour of Free Personal Care in Person’s Own Home (£s)

	
	2002/03
	2003/04
	2004/05

	Scotland
	9.37
	9.56
	10.22

	Highest Authority
	24.35
	26.7
	21.23

	Lowest Authority
	5.25
	5.89
	4.65

	Glasgow 
	5.47
	6.09
	7.99


Another simple check on the quality of the data is to look at how the cost per hour in individual authorities varies through time. The results are shown in the table below for a number of authorities showing odd patterns: the fluctuations in costs from year to year do not seem credible.

Authorities with Unusual Variations in Costs per Hour (£)

	
	2002/03
	2003/04
	2004/05

	Argyll & Bute
	20.98
	13.24
	18.22

	Dumfries & Galloway
	9.32
	13.70
	15.60

	Eilean Siar
	10.52
	18.43
	13.77

	Falkirk
	10.28
	12.91
	7.99

	Renfrewshire
	11.68
	10.52
	4.65


There are other problems with the data: for example, some local authorities report remarkably constant numbers receiving free personal care in their own home: Midlothian data shows 287 elderly receiving such care in every quarter from January 2003.

Faced with this evidence of substantial internal inconsistency within the published data, we conclude that any all-Scotland aggregates produced on the basis of this data must be suspect, and, in particular, will not be fit for the purpose of monitoring how actual expenditure on the free personal care policy compares with what was originally expected.

But here we reach another major problem. The difficulties with the Executive data go deeper than the type of data quality issues that we have highlighted so far. Even if these data quality issues had not arisen, the data could still not be used for monitoring the cost of the policy of free personal care relative to what was assumed when the policy was presented to Parliament. This is because, as regards free personal care in the person’s own home, the Scottish Executive data, and the original costings, measure different things. The original costings, carried out by the Care Development Group, measured the additional cost of those who would receive free personal care under the new policy, but excluded the cost of those already receiving personal care under the old means tested policy.  The Scottish Executive figures, however, attempt to show the total cost of providing free personal care in the home, including the costs of those who were already receiving free personal care under the old means tested policy. The Scottish Executive data are therefore on a different basis, and cannot be compared with the original Care Development Group costings. This is aside from the fact that, as we showed in earlier papers, there were important mistakes made in the original Care Development Group costings, so that the extra costs were potentially seriously underestimated. 

So what do the free personal care statistics tell us? What they do not tell us, as we have seen, is what expenditure actually is under the policy, how it varies between authorities, and how it compares with the original costings. This is unfortunate, to say the least: since, without accurate information on these aspects, there can be no confidence that the Executive is making the correct amount of resources available, and allocating these resources appropriately between authorities. Nor can we be confident that the Executive will be able to afford the policy in future, as demand increases with changing demography. Moreover, the current statistics are potentially seriously misleading for external commentators. For example, the influential and well-respected Joseph Rowntree Foundation commented this year in their “Review of the introduction of free personal care for older people in Scotland” that “expenditure has proved rather greater than expected – £107m was set aside for 2002/03 – actual expenditure was £127m. But the extra costs have not been frightening and have stayed within a global figure of around 0.2% of Scottish GDP”. But the £107million figure included the costs of providing free personal care to those who already received it under the old means tested system, but excluded the set up costs of the introduction of the policy (training etc) which were substantial. The £127 million figure handled both of these quantities the other way round, excluding those already receiving free care but including the set-up costs of the policy. It is therefore meaningless to compare the two figures. 
What the statistics do indicate, however, is that the Scottish Executive needs to show that it is adopting a much more vigorous and pro-active role, in costing its policies, in designing monitoring systems and in thoroughly checking the data produced by these systems. Unless it can demonstrate this, there can be no confidence that the Executive can rise to the challenge of successfully delivering flagship policies like free personal care.

When, in the Spring of 2006, we alerted the Scottish Executive on several occasions to the problems with its published data on free personal care, they eventually accepted that there were problems and said that they were putting a number of steps in hand to improve matters. Unfortunately we are still waiting for the evidence that the Executive is indeed getting to grips with the problem of measuring the costs and performance of its free care policy.

As the recent decision by the Public Sector Ombudsman in the case of Argyll and Bute Council illustrates, there are substantial problems with waiting lists for the service, linked to funding problems: it is precisely this type of problem that we warned in earlier papers would be the likely consequence if costing and monitoring of the policy was not put on a sound basis. 
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