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"Irrespective of the quality of social care services, fewer people are receiving services and those that do qualify for care have a high level of need," the Commission for Social Care Inspection (CSCI) said. It means a postcode lottery for those who want to remain independent in their own homes but who need regular help - anything from cleaning and tidying a few times a week to assistance with getting in and out of bed.

Local councils blame the lack of central government funding. Wandsworth council in south London said: "Two out of every three councils have had to restrict eligibility for social care over the past year as a result of increasingly inadequate funding."

Before you can receive local authority help, there are hurdles to jump. You must show you have explored all other routes, including help from family, the wider community and charities and voluntary organisations. Where there is no one willing, able or appropriate to help you, your needs must exceed your council's "threshold".

Local authorities assess people's needs into one of four bands:

Critical: Where a person's survival and life is at immediate risk; the person is unaware of common dangers such as gas and electricity; or is unable to make their needs known. At this level, many need extensive or constant attention. They will probably be very frail.

Substantial: Risks may be over the next three months rather than immediate. Any carer relationship is stressed or at risk of collapse, while the individual shows limited awareness of common dangers. They may not manage personal care such as washing or dressing.

Moderate: The danger is assessed as likely over the next 12 months, but the person can make their needs known and ask for help when required. She or he is likely to need help with some daily household activities or personal care but can either arrange to do these or find someone who will do so. There may be some mental health concerns.

Low: The person can make their needs known and ask for help but may be unable to perform common social activities. Any carer has a good support network.

Only a minority of local authorities now help those below "substantial". Wandsworth in London is one. "We still fund those in the moderate category where people are less dependent but still need help with daily tasks such as shopping or paying bills. But we are having to review our social care eligibility criteria,"

What you might pay

Even the person whose needs meet or exceeds local authority thresholds does not necessarily receive free social care. Councils will assess your income and savings, and Help the Aged says these means-testing rules can be complicated.

In England and Wales you should not be charged for services if your income is below the pension credit guarantee plus 25% - £142.56 for a single person and £217.56 for a couple.

Any charges you then pay (these will depend on the authority, the type of service and how many hours are needed) should not reduce your weekly income to below these minimum levels. Councils can, but do not have to, take the value of any savings into the equation, but the value of your own property is not considered.

Scotland is more generous: you do not normally pay, irrespective of income, for personal care such as help to move around indoors or help with getting dressed. But you do pay for cleaning and shopping assistance.

Regardless of your income or savings, your council should provide up to £1,000 worth of adaptations to your home such as a wheelchair ramp or handrails to help bath use.
Paying for private care

The reality is that most people with low or moderate needs or those with higher incomes have to look to the private or charitable sector for help.

Commercial companies and charities charge roughly the same, so expect to pay £12 to £14 an hour, and more in London. Many carers provide medical help such as changing dressings. There are different rates for night-time care, depending on whether the carer has to stay up all night or can sleep.

There are around 4,500 "domiciliary help" firms. The more substantial belong to trade body UKHCA, the United Kingdom Home Care Association.

Helplines

The Elderly Accommodation Council (eac.org.uk or 020 7820 1343) helps older people make informed choices about care and housing needs.

UKHCA (ukhca.co.uk or 020 8288 5297) has information including a free leaflet, Choosing Care in Your Home.

Age Concern has local branches, or go to ageconcern.org.uk or call 0800 00 99 66. Help the Aged also has local branches, or go to helptheaged.org.uk or call 020 7278 1114.
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