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Introduction

The population of the Irish Republic is about 4.7 million and on average there 

are 30,000 deaths in Ireland each year. 1 in 4 deaths is caused by cancer which 

accounts for approximately 30% of yearly deaths. Palliative care aims to 

improve the quality of life for patients and families who face a life-threatening 

illness such as cancer by providing pain and symptom relief, with spiritual and 

psychosocial support from diagnosis to end of life and bereavement (WHO 

2009). Palliative care is a holistic team approach to patient care, addressing 

patients and their care givers physical, emotional, practical and spiritual needs. 

Palliative care has not traditionally been associated with diseases other than 

cancer but in recent years has expanded to diseases such as heart failure, 

chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, dementia and chronic neurological 

disorders. It is predicted that chronic diseases in Ireland will increase by about 

40% between 2007 and 2020 and clinical need for effective palliative care will 

inevitably increase.

In various official reports published over the past twenty years or more the Irish 

Government has professed commitment to providing palliative care in Ireland. 

The National Palliative Care Clinical Programme established in 2011 aims to 

ensure that patients with life limiting conditions and their families can easily 

access a level of specialist palliative care that is appropriate to their needs 

regardless of care setting or diagnosis. The destructive consequences of the 

recession for the Irish public finances put a significant brake on that 

programme. Hence, despite improvements and some investment the 

development of palliative care services in Ireland has in truth been patchy with 

the Charity sector often taking the lead in funding and development.
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The Midlands Region

The Midlands region in Ireland consists of four counties.

Offaly Population 77,961

Laois Population 84,697

Westmeath Population 88,770

Longford Population 40,873   (Figures from Census 2016)

The total population of the Midlands region is therefore circa 300,000 and 

increasing. The region has three acute general hospitals. Palliative care services 

in the Midlands are provided by the Health Service Executive, led by two 

Consultants in Palliative Care, with a home care team of Specialist Nurses. The 

Palliative care team works closely with General Practitioners, Public Health 

Nurses, acute hospital staff, and other healthcare professionals who aim to 

provide a complete service to all patients with a terminal illness regardless of 

diagnosis. The Palliative Care Service strives wherever possible to manage 

patient’s problems in the community but there are times when this is not 

possible and patients need admission to hospital. There are 

a small number of Palliative care support beds in 

community nursing units in the Midlands but in 

many cases the only option is admission by 

the Accident and Emergency Department 

of one of the acute hospitals or to refer 

patients to Specialist Hospices outside 

the Midlands region. The critical deficit 

in the Midlands Palliative Care Service 

is the absence of a Specialist Palliative 

Care In-Patient Unit.
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Existing Specialist Palliative Care

In-Patient Units
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Offaly Hospice Foundation

Offaly Hospice Foundation is a registered charity founded in 1990. The 

Foundation was established by a group of likeminded Medical Doctors keen to 

see Palliative Care Services improved for the people of County Offaly. The 

Foundation is governed by a Board of Directors and over the years has tirelessly 

fundraised with all monies used to support the local Palliative care teams in the 

community. Funds raised by Offaly Hospice Foundation have been used to 

employ Specialist Nurses, Physiotherapists, Occupational Therapists, Social 

Workers, Home Carers and Secretary back-up for the Palliative Care Service.

At this point we have an excellent Home Care Service, the envy of many other 

areas in the country which in truth would not exist without support and financial 

back-up from Offaly Hospice Foundation. In 2019 Offaly Hospice Foundation has 

turned its attention to fundraising for a Specialist Palliative Care In-Patient Unit 

to serve the whole of the Midlands. The Midlands Hospice Building Fund was 

launched in April 2019.
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Specialist Palliative Care

In-Patient Unit

The 2001 Report of the National Advisory Committee on Palliative Care in 

Ireland set out the clinical and strategic importance of a Specialist Palliative 

Care In-Patient Unit and the structure of such a Unit. The report emphatically 

stated that every region in Ireland should have a Specialist Palliative Care In-

Patient Unit. Eighteen years later the Midlands remains the only region in the 

country without one.

The Specialist Care Unit should be the leader and coordinator of all Specialist 

Palliative Care Services in the region. It should be the hub around which all 

components of the service revolve.

Palliative Care Services, including community and hospital settings , should be 

based in or have formal links with a Specialist Palliative Care Unit. The Specialist 

Palliative Care Unit should act as a resource for support and advice for other 

health professionals in the area and also provide facilities for research and 

education in Palliative care. 

The Specialist Palliative Care Unit should be a Consultant led service providing 

a wide range of specialist services to patients and families addressing their 

medical, nursing, psychosocial and spiritual needs. The unit should have 

medical, nursing and paramedical staff specially trained in Palliative care and a 

high nurse to patient ratio. The Specialist Palliative Care Unit should be of 

sufficient size to enable it meet the specialist palliative care needs of the local 

population. Where possible, the Unit should be based close to an acute general 

hospital providing the broadest range of specialist services including Oncology.
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Specialist Palliative Care

Day-Care Centre

Specialist Palliative Care aims to provide care for patients in the most 

appropriate setting. In that regard, most patients and families prefer to be cared 

for at home. In response to that sentiment, there has been a shift in recent years 

to community-based services. The aim of Palliative Day Care is to help patients 

remain at home as long as they wish. Day Care Centres attached to Specialist 

Palliative care Units provide access to all specialist services where patients can 

be admitted for medical treatment or for rehabilitation. A range of day care 

facilities provided would include Nursing procedures, Physiotherapy, 

Occupational therapy, Personal care, Complimentary therapies, Relaxation, 

Music and Art therapy. The National Advisory Committee recommends that all 

Specialist Palliative Care Units should provide day care facilities for patients 

and their families.
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Proposed Midlands Specialist

Palliative Care Unit

The absence of a Specialist Palliative Care Unit is a major deficit in the ongoing 

provision of Palliative care services in the Midlands Region and a deficit that 

needs to be corrected. Due to budgetary constraints, capital funding from 

Government is not likely to be made available for a Midlands Specialist 

Palliative Care Unit. In response to this critical situation, Offaly Hospice 

Foundation in April 2019 launched the Midlands Hospice Building Fund. The aim 

of the Fund is to raise enough money through charitable donation to fund the 

building and equipping of a Specialist Palliative Care Unit that would provide 

first class services now and into the future for patients and families in the 

Midlands region. To help kickstart the Midlands Hospice Building Fund and 

signal our intent, Offaly Hospice Foundation has transferred €500,000, 

effectively half our bank reserves, to the Fund.

The proposed Midlands Specialist Palliative Care Unit will consist of the 

following:

• Twenty bed specialist in-patient unit

• Day-Care Centre/ Outpatient Dept.

• Specialist medical and nursing staff with at least one to one nursing

• Care Attendants

• Physiotherapists

• Occupational therapists

• Social Workers

• Speech and Language Therapists

• Pharmacists

• Clinical Nutritionists

• Spiritual Care Chaplins

• Volunteer Coordinators

The physical structure and environment of the Specialist Palliative Care Unit 

needs to be appropriate to the needs of patients and staff and should be 

sensitive to the needs of families and friends.
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In 2013 a joint study by the Irish Hospice Foundation and the Health Service 

Executive Midlands Region determined that the optimal site for the proposed 

Midlands Specialist Palliative Care Unit was on the campus of the Midlands 

Regional Hospital Tullamore. The suggested site is in keeping with advice from 

the 2001 National Advisory Committee on Palliative Care. This Committee 

directed that Specialist Palliative Care Units, where possible, be based close to 

the acute general hospital with the broadest range of specialist services 

including Oncology. In 2019, the Health Service Executive Dublin/Mid-Leinster 

Hospital Group formally offered a site for the proposed Specialist Unit on the 

campus of the Midland Regional Hospital Tullamore.

Proposed Sites
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Cost

The cost of building a Midlands Specialist Palliative Care In-Patient Unit is 

difficult to estimate. The cost of the build would include planning, regulatory and 

planning fees, site works and site services, substructure, structural finishes, 

services (piped and ducted), electrical services, fittings, indirect costs and 

contingencies, and VAT. It is reasonable to estimate that the cost would be in the 

Conclusions 

Specialist Palliative Care aims to improve the quality of life of patients and 

families facing the problems associated with life threatening illness. Although it 

is national policy that patients should be able to access the level of Specialist 

Palliative Care appropriate for their needs, including admission if necessary to a 

Specialist Palliative Care Unit, patients in the Midlands do not have local access 

to such a facility. The Midlands is the only region in Ireland without a Specialist 

Palliative Care In-Patient Unit. This deficit in healthcare causes immense 

hardship to patients and families and needs to be corrected. In April 2019, Offaly 

Hospice Foundation launched the Midlands Hospice Building Fund to raise the 

necessary funds to build a Specialist Palliative Care In-Patient Unit for the 

Midlands region. Your generous support for our fundraising efforts is greatly 

appreciated and will benefit so many patients and families into the future. A 

sincere thanks from all at Offaly Hospice Foundation.

Professor Humphrey J. O’Connor MD FRCPI AGAF

Chairperson,

Offaly Hospice Foundation.
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