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How to future-proof a home

Nobody wants to turn their house into a nursing home but there are some relatively simple ways to future-proof a home
against old age and possible illness or disability that needn’t cost the earth and may save a lot of money in the long-run

Frances O’Rourke

“We were quite belligerent,” says Ray
Cregan, talking about the the time his late
father Paddy was in hospital after a cata-
strophic fall followed by surgery. It was sev-
eral years after his father had begun show-
ing signs of vascular dementia at the age of
77. “There was lots of guilt-tripping,” he
says, as the hospital tried to get the Cregan
family to take Paddy home, or move him to
anursing home.

The Cregans had determined that Pad-
dy would move home to his own house:
however, they refused to bring him home
until they’d got a homecare package —enti-
tling Paddy to some hours of care a week -
and a grant so they could convert a garage
into a wetroom, with a wheel-in shower.
They paid privately for an OT’s assessment
and it took six months before everything
was fixed so Paddy could move back into
his house in Crumlin.

Most people say they want to live in their
own homes until they die, and it’s Govern-
ment policy to encourage this. Butit’s hard
to overestimate the level of determination
family carers may need to make this hap-
pen; it’s astonishing that it can be so hard
for families to get the supports they need
to do so, given that family carers save the
State money. ;

Ray, hismother and sister cared for Pad-
dy at home for 10 years. In that time, they
resisted turning a room downstairs into a
bedroom until near the end, installing a
stairlift at short notice at one stage that
was useful for a few years, in spite of an oc-
cupational therapist’s insistence that it
wasn’t the right answer. He admits: “At
times you don’tlike the OT because they’re
telling you things you don’t want to hear.
But generally, they’re right, they have a lot
of valid insight.”

Eventually, a hospital bed was installed
downstairs “in my mum’s good room”. Pad-
dydied aboutayear-and-a-halflater, in No-
vember 2015. Ray, who’s now part of the
Alzheimer Society of Ireland’s Dementia
Carers Campaign Network and currently
campaigning for dementia care at home,
has no regrets, although the 10 years
weren’t easy. “It’s over now, but I'm pretty
surel’d doitagain.” :

It’s not just the Government that pays
lip service to its policy of enabling people
to stay at home rather than go into a nurs-
ing home. Given that most of us say that’s
what we want too, you might expect sixty-
and seventysomethings to to do some ad-
vance planning, ‘ 3

Yet many of us know fit older people

who have downsized, say, to a second-floor
apartment in a block with no lift, or to a
house with lots of stairs. Nobody wants to
turn their house into a nursing home —but
can we future-proof our homes unobstru-
sively? Yes, says architect Fionnuala Roger-
son, explaining the concept of a “lifetime
adaptable house”: this can simply mean
that early on, you could make a downstairs
toilet big enough to add a shower later.

Architect Neil Murphy of the CEUD
(Centre for Excellence in Universal De-
sign) agrees: the centre was established
here by the National Disability Authority
more than a decade ago to promote the de-
sign of buildings “that can be accessed by
all to the greatest possible extent, regard-
less of their age, size or disability”.

Anyone doing renovations should think
of things like levelling access into their
house, widening doorways. Youdon’t have
to putin grabrails, just make sure the walls
are strong enough take grab rails. The
CEUDrecommends that homes have “flex-
ible or open-plan layouts with some
‘soft-spots’ like internal walls that can easi-
lybe removed for cost-effective adaptation
as the family expands or contracts”.

Future disability

Most of us actively avoid considering fu-
ture disability, even though a fu-
ture-proofed house looks pretty much like
other homes. We wait until accident or ill-
ness forces us to make decisions, under
pressure and in a hurry, scrambling to find
the money to pay for the changes.

There are all sorts of devices and “assis-
tive technologies” available to adapt your
home for the needs of someone with a disa-
bility but when push comes to shove, the
principal concern for most people will be
having reasonably easy access from a bed-
room to a safe-to-use bathroom/shower
room. The biggest decision is often wheth-
er ornot a person can still get upstairs.

It can cost anywhere from €500 to
€2,000 up to €30,000 to €40,000 to
make your home disability-friendly. This
may range from putting in grab bars and
extra rails on a staircase to putting in a
stairlift (€2,000 to €6,000), adapting or
creating a new toilet in the house (€4,500
to €6,000) or building an extension to
house a downstairs wetroom (€30,000 to
€40,000).

If you have the money to pay for this
yourself, the work may take only a couple

Continued on page 2
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How one home-owner futureproofed his home

When Des McMahonwas looking fora
house afewyears ago, hewanteditto
be near shops and allother amenities
andwhenhe renovated it,he wanted
totakeinto consideration his possible
future needs, should be become
disabledinany way. “I've seenthe
mistakes friends of mine have made,
movingtoveryunsuitable houses.”

TheRegencyvillabuiltin 1834 that
he boughton SandymountRoad is
within 200m of shops, achemist's,
supermarket, three pubs, four doors
from his GP “andifl getreligion, the
churchis50maway”. There'sabus
stopjust5m from his door and the sea
is just200m/300m away. He had lived
inSandymount before, knewthe area
and whenhe goes out, meets people
heknows.

McMahon, who lives mainly on his
own,isaveryfit76: he still runs his
ownoverseascivilengineering
consultancy,and recently swam the
6km-wide Hellespontthat separates
Asiafrom Europein Turkey.

ArchitectFionnualaRogerson
plannedtherenovationwith thatin '
mind. Thereis levelaccesstothe
house-“Iwouldn’thave boughta
housewith steps”. The double gates
intothe parking area—just2m/3m
fromthe frontdoor atthe front—have
beenwidened andelectronicgates
installed soMcMahoncouldeasily
drive outonto busy SandymountRoad
“whenI'mnotsoadeptatgettinginto
andoutofthe car”. A pathtothe front
doorhasbeenwidened soitcould
accommodate awheelchair.

Athalllevel, there were two
bedrooms on the rightwhich have

beenturned into one guestsuite,a -
bedroomwith abathroomthathasa
separate entrancefromthe hall.lthas
abathwitha shower butcould be
easilyconvertedintoaroomwitha
walk-in shower, says McMahon.
Thereare six steps up fromtheend
ofthe hallto his main bedroom, which
does have awalk-in en suite shower.
Therearesix stepsdowntothe
extended
kitchen/diningroom/livingroom which
opensintothe back garden. A hand
railhas beeninstalled onthe stairs,
and astairlift could easily be added if
needed says McMahon. Other new
featuresinclude slip-resistant
parquetflooring; anintercom with
controls atseatlevel fromthefront
doortothe bedroom and kitchen; light
switches positioned lowdown; two
WCs, one standard height, one high “in
caselever have hiporjoint problems”,
both douche toilets withahand-operat-
ed spray; anintercomwith controlsat
seatlevel from the frontdoortothe
bedroomand kitchen; light switches
mostly lowdown; electric sockets
reasonably high, easy toreachdown
to; good colour contrastbetween
doors,walls andfloorsinthe garden,
raised plantbeds enclosed by astone
wallwhere you can sitwhile working
ontheflowerbeds S
Therenovationand extensionwas
expensive, butMcMahon reckonsthe
extracostofincorporatingmostof
thesefeatureswas negligible, per-
haps €1,000t0€2,000. “The choice of
house was the starting point.” And
veryimportantly,“my house doesn’t .

- lookanything like anursinghome.”
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