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Northern Ireland Pensioners Parliament Friday 25 November 2011 The Pensioners Parliament met at 10.30 am (Mr Speaker in the Chair). One minute’s silence was observed.



Speaker's Business



Parliamentary Business



Mr Speaker: Before we begin our proceedings, I extend a very warm welcome to each and every one of you here today in the Senate Chamber. Today you, as representatives of the Pensioners Parliament, have an opportunity to take part in three real debates here in Parliament Buildings along with three of our Ministers, rather than just watching your political representatives on television. I hope that you really enjoy the experience, and I encourage those of you who are speaking today to relax and not to be intimidated by the formality of the surroundings.



Fuel Poverty Mr Speaker: We have 30 minutes for the debate. The proposer and two other members will each have five minutes to speak. We will then have 10 minutes for the Minister to respond before I call the proposer of the motion to conclude the debate. If that is clear, we shall proceed. Mr Monaghan: I beg to move That the Northern Ireland Pensioners Parliament notes the growing problem of fuel poverty among pensioners; and calls on the Executive to urgently consider measures to address the issue, including the automatic payment of pension credit to everyone entitled to it, the payment of carer’s allowance to pensioners, and the introduction of an energy rebate scheme for pensioners similar to that operating in England, Scotland and Wales.



I am also delighted that we will have three Ministers with us to respond to the debates. I also welcome Nelson McCausland, the Minister for Social Development, Dr Stephen Farry, the Minister for Employment and Learning and Jonathan Bell, one of our Junior Ministers in the Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister, who is deputising for the Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety. Dr Farry and Jonathan Bell are running a wee bit late, but they have assured us that they will be here. Nelson McCausland has come from his party conference to be with us this morning, and I understand that he needs to leave at some stage. Minister, when you need to leave, we will understand.



Fuel poverty is higher in Northern Ireland than in any other region of the United Kingdom. The key factors in that are lower incomes and higher energy costs, coupled with a dependence on oil for heating. In 2009, 44% of households in Northern Ireland were in fuel poverty, and it is indisputable that that level has risen with the recent steep increases in energy costs. Presently, the combined oil and electricity household bill is estimated to be £40·75 a week, and you will realise that that takes up a significant proportion of pensioners’ incomes. Therefore, it is not surprising that the number one concern of older people in Northern Ireland, as expressed through our surveys and at the recent Northern Ireland Pensioners Parliament, is keeping warm in winter. There are three strands to fuel poverty: the level of income; the price of energy; and the energy efficiency of homes. During this debate, we will address some of the measures that we believe the Executive should introduce to address fuel poverty.



Let us turn to today’s business.
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appropriate term. We are asking the Executive to take positive action, and I look forward to a positive response from the Minister.



I will deal with the automatic payment of pensioner credit. We believe that such an initiative would impact significantly on fuel poverty, and that is why the Northern Ireland Pensioners Parliament is now calling on the Executive to introduce it. Last year, 23% of older people were living in poverty in Northern Ireland, compared with 16% in the rest of the United Kingdom, yet unclaimed pension credit in Northern Ireland is somewhere between £1·2 million and £2·3 million a week. That is a substantial figure, and, if it were claimed, you could see how it could contribute to lowering fuel poverty. Given the level of information that is readily available to Departments, it is indefensible that automatic pension credit payments are not made.



Mrs Galloway: I will speak about the carer’s allowance and, in particular, the fact that it ceases when a carer starts to receive the National Insurance retirement pension. Although there may still be entitlement to the allowance, it cannot be paid because of the overlapping benefits rule. I understand that the reasoning behind that is that the allowance is aimed at those who give up employment to take on a caring role. Nevertheless, it is a disgrace that the allowance stops at a time when caring does not; indeed, for many carers, caring intensifies as the person being cared for grows older and their need for support increases. As the carer gets older, they provide care at a greater risk to their own health and well-being. The last census found that people caring for 50 hours or more a week are more than twice as likely to not be in good health than those not caring — 20% as opposed to 9%. In fact, 348 people over 85 were still providing over 50 hours of care each week.



Between November 2010 and March 2011, the Department for Work and Pensions ran a trial of the automatic payment of pension credit in an area in England. The results are still being evaluated, but there are some positive outcomes to that trial. For example, 9% of participants had claimed pension credit compared with 3% of eligible participants who were not part of the trial, so there was a substantial move towards people claiming as a result of their experience of getting pension credit. The automatic payment of pension credit has the potential to significantly impact on fuel poverty and to improve the lives of older people. We believe that there is a very strong case for pension credit to be paid automatically to older people for a three-month trial period, followed by a letter being sent to encourage them to take it up. We urge the Executive to implement such a trial.



In its 2008 report, ‘Valuing and Supporting Carers’, the House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee recommended that the carer’s allowance be replaced with a twotier benefit. Such a benefit would consist of a carer’s support allowance at jobseeker’s allowance rates, which would be governed by rules on overlapping benefits, plus a caring costs payment at child benefit levels, which would not end on receipt of pension. Indeed, a two-tier system exists in Australia.



10.45 am



We recognise the difficulties that the Assembly would have in going it alone in abolishing the benefit rules for carers, particularly given the principle of parity in the benefits system. We would, of course, prefer to see a universal change across the UK. However, any developments by the Northern Ireland Assembly could add to the pressure on government to bring carers’ benefits into the 21st century. We have seen that to be the case before, when legislation on carers that was brought in by a previous Assembly later found its way into the law in Scotland, Wales and England.



On Tuesday last, during a significant debate in Parliament on the reduction of the winter fuel payment, the Under-Secretary of State for Work and Pensions said: “Addressing fuel poverty is a devolved matter for the Northern Ireland Executive, and they are well placed to determine what measures should be in place to meet local needs.”



Despite the fact that pensioner income is primarily determined by decisions at Westminster, the Government were clearly charging the Executive with the responsibility to address all aspects of fuel poverty in Northern Ireland. That is our key message to the Executive today.



If the primary consideration is the cost of funding, we would like to ask the same question that older carers will: just what investment is the Assembly prepared to make in older carers, when carers over 60 are saving the country



Although the motion uses the word “calls”, we are pleading. That is, perhaps, a more
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£1 billion in Northern Ireland alone through their unpaid work, given freely but often at considerable personal cost?



responsibility, it must take a strong lead and be a champion on this serious matter with other Departments, particularly the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment, which can work with those who are responsible for energy prices. Energy companies must be put under pressure to do more to support their most vulnerable customers.



Mr Caul: I wish to make three key points in support of the motion. First, pensioners in Northern Ireland do not enjoy the same level of support in paying their energy bills as those in the rest of the United Kingdom, yet they invariably face higher bills. Secondly, we feel that the Department for Social Development cannot tackle fuel poverty successfully on its own but that it must take a strong lead with other Departments. Thirdly, the Executive must use the social protection fund proactively to help our most vulnerable citizens to survive the coming winter months. I will elaborate on each of those in turn.



The third issue is the social protection fund. That fund was set up specifically to assist those most in need, and older people struggling to survive the winter surely fall within that definition. It is imperative that the Executive step in now to help those people. The level of support for the Age Sector Platform’s Fight the Winter Fuel Cut campaign, which opposes the cut to the winter fuel payments this year, shows how concerned people are and how concerned politicians should be. Since it began, the campaign has gained some 20,000 signatures, which is in excess of 100 a day.



The first issue is support for home energy bills. More than half a million pensioner households in Great Britain will each get £120 off their home energy bills this winter through the warm home discount scheme. The energy companies provide that discount, and the core target group is older, poorer pensioner households, mainly those in receipt of pension credit.



In recent weeks, delegates from the Northern Ireland Pensioners Parliament have travelled to Westminster to highlight older people’s serious concerns to the Pensions Minister, Steve Webb, and to many of our local MPs. We very much welcome the initiative of the Democratic Unionist Party and Nigel Dodds, in particular, in tabling an opposition day motion on this very topic on Tuesday past. Although the motion was not passed, in excess of 200 Members of Parliament supported it.



Pensioners in Northern Ireland do not benefit from that scheme, as Northern Ireland’s energy suppliers do not provide it. Interestingly, however, in the debate on the winter fuel payment earlier this week, the Pensions Minister, Steve Webb, said of the warm home discount scheme: “it does not apply in Northern Ireland. There is an interesting question about the negotiations or discussions between the Northern Ireland Executive and Power NI, for example, about whether the Northern Ireland providers could be asked to do the same sort of thing. If the big six are doing it in Great Britain, I cannot immediately see why the same should not benefit pensioners in Northern Ireland.”



We hope that Minister McCausland, as the Minister with primary responsibility for dealing with fuel poverty, will support our call for the social protection fund to be used to help poorer pensioners offset serious shortfalls in their heating budgets this year and, if necessary, in the future.



Of course, we welcome the work of the warm home discount scheme and acknowledge the benefits that it has brought to many thousands of households in Great Britain. However, on its own, it is not enough to make a serious dent in reducing fuel poverty. We need to get more money into the pockets and purses of the most vulnerable and ensure that there is joined-up working across government on the issue.



Mr McCausland (The Minister for Social Development): I am grateful for the opportunity to respond to the debate, and I thank the three members who have contributed thus far. I note the concerns and comments expressed by members of the Pensioners Parliament, and I very much welcome the debate. The motion recognises the serious problem of fuel poverty among older people and the need to maximise older people’s incomes. It calls on the Northern Ireland Executive to urgently consider measures to address fuel poverty:



The second issue is working to eradicate fuel poverty. We feel that the Department for Social Development cannot tackle fuel poverty alone. However, as the Department with primary
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and the make-up of the 44%. Christine was tasked with doing that. Working with her was the academic who, many years ago, came up with the concept of fuel poverty. So, it is a very good piece of research. It highlighted that, of the 44%, approximately 13% are in the most severe fuel poverty, and that equates to some 75,000 households spending at least 20% of their income on energy bills. I commissioned Professor Liddell to undertake more research to help us to identify those households, and my officials are currently reviewing how we should deliver energy efficiency measures to those most vulnerable households in the future.



“including the automatic payment of pension credit to everyone entitled to it, the payment of carer’s allowance to pensioners, and the introduction of an energy rebate scheme for pensioners similar to that operating in England, Scotland and Wales.”



The issue of fuel poverty cuts across Departments — a point that has been well made — and I have and will continue to engage with Executive colleagues on that matter. In particular, as indicated by the last member to speak, there is contact with DETI and OFMDFM, which has responsibility for the social protection fund. So, that cross-departmental working is already in place. I will refer to another example of that shortly.



What came across clearly from Professor Liddell’s work is that the two sectors of society for which the problem is particularly acute are senior citizens and young families with children. Senior citizens tend to experience fuel poverty for a variety of reasons. Their levels of income are one reason. Many senior citizens live on their own in houses in which there was previously a larger family unit, and they are having to heat that house even though there is only one person there. It is clear that that is a particular area of concern, and the other is around young families with children.



At a time of rising gas, oil and coal prices, the issue of fuel poverty is a real one for many, and the focus needs to be on helping those most in need. In April, my Department launched its new fuel poverty strategy, entitled ‘Warmer Healthier Homes’. It sets out our vision for the future as: “a society in which people live in warm, comfortable homes and where they do not have to worry about the effect of cold on their health.”



The strategy places significant emphasis on the partnership approach required to tackle fuel poverty and the cross-departmental nature of the whole area of poverty. At a time of economic recession, rising unemployment and cuts in welfare expenditure, more and more people are finding it difficult to meet their energy costs. The strategy takes forward energy brokering, introduces a pilot boiler replacement scheme and develops a range of other initiatives. In addition to continuing to fund the warm homes scheme and the Housing Executive’s heating replacement scheme, my Department also administers winter fuel payments and cold weather payments and has recently launched its annual benefit uptake campaign entitled ‘Make the Call’. You will probably have noticed the advertisements on television with the representative of senior citizens over the last few nights.



11.00 am I will touch on the issue of pension credit. The motion raises the issue of automatic payment of pension credit. In 2008, the then Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, James Purnell, commissioned Department for Work and Pensions officials to undertake a pilot programme to investigate new and innovative ways of using the data that is already held on individuals to improve the take-up of incomerelated support for pensioners. A similar pilot was not conducted in Northern Ireland because the appropriate legislative powers were not included in the 2010 Welfare Reform Bill and the quality of the available data to identify potential recipients was a limitation, making a meaningful Northern Ireland study impractical at that time.



You may also be aware that Professor Christine Liddell of the University of Ulster recently published a report entitled ‘Defining Fuel Poverty in Northern Ireland: A Preliminary Review’. That work was commissioned by the Department as a key element of our new fuel poverty strategy. We often use the blanket figure of 44%, but it is important that we drill down into that to get a sense of the nature



Early findings of the study were published by the Department for Work and Pensions on 1 November. As Mr Monaghan stated, those findings show that 9% of trial participants had successfully claimed pension credit, compared with just over 3% in the remainder of the eligible non-recipient population who had not participated in the trial. Further evaluation
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findings will be published in early 2012. The Social Security Agency here will consider carefully any associated recommendations or changes that emerge as a result of a more detailed evaluation of the study with regard to improving pension credit take-up as part of the development of its future uptake plans. The matter has not been forgotten, and, although we were not included in the pilot study, we are looking seriously at what is happening in GB.



Northern Ireland recognise that. The challenge and opportunity is there to work around the operational issues to see how we shape them to make them suit Northern Ireland better. The motion refers to the introduction of a rebate scheme for pensioners similar to that which operates in GB. That scheme is known as the warm homes discount scheme, with responsibility for the policy and legislation aspects resting with the Department of Energy and Climate Change in London.



The motion refers to the payment of carer’s allowance to pensioners. It is a basic principle of the social security system that only one benefit at a time can be paid for the same purpose. Although the circumstances that give rise to entitlement to carer’s allowance and state pension are different, they are both designed to provide a degree of replacement for lost or foregone income. Carer’s allowance replaces income where the carer is over working age or has had to give up the chance of working to look after a severely disabled person, while state pension replaces income in retirement. Carer’s allowance, therefore, is not payable, or not payable in full, in addition to state pension. The payment of state pension takes precedent, either extinguishing or reducing the payment of carer’s allowance. Even if carer’s allowance could be paid in full along with state pension, it would do little to help many poorer pensioners’ carers, because any increase in income would be fully taken into account for income-related benefits. Put simply, receiving carer’s allowance in addition to state pension would reduce or extinguish any pension credit and/or housing benefit payable.



The warm home discount scheme has four elements, one of which requires participating energy suppliers in GB to give an electricity bill rebate to a specified group of their older customers who are on low incomes. They are known as the core group. The UK Government inform suppliers which households to support by sharing limited data between the Department for Work and Pensions and energy suppliers. For the first year of the scheme, eligibility for the core group rebate is linked to those on the guarantee credit element of pension credit. Other elements of the scheme seek to support those on low incomes, as well as vulnerable households who are fuel poor or in a fuel poverty risk group. The Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment has advised me that the warm home discount scheme is covered by legislation that, again, does not apply to Northern Ireland. Furthermore, the introduction of such a scheme is, effectively, akin to a social tariff. Energy companies in Northern Ireland would almost certainly be entitled to pass the cost of such a scheme on to other customers, as is the case in Great Britain. As such, the full implications of introducing such a scheme in Northern Ireland would need to be endorsed by the Northern Ireland Executive.



I put that by way of explanation because we are told that the responsibility for many such things has been devolved to the Assembly. Earlier, the principle of parity was mentioned. Essentially, the decisions are taken at Westminster, hence it was important that the winter fuel payment was debated at Westminster. Those are Westminster decisions that, for reasons of parity, we, effectively, implement in Northern Ireland. When I say that we implement them, I mean that there will be a degree of flexibility on operational issues, but, where there were a financial cost, the Assembly would have to bear the burden. The benefits are paid through Westminster; the money comes directly from the Treasury into Northern Ireland. If we were to deviate from that, we would have to find the additional money. Deviating from the welfare system in GB is impractical, and all political parties in



There are a couple of other points that I want to touch on. Normally, we have a clock in front of us. How many minutes do I have left? Perhaps you are being flexible this morning, Mr Speaker. Mr Speaker: Unfortunately, the Minister’s time is up. However, if he is very quick, I will allow him to add the extra points. Mr McCausland: You are a man of generous spirit. [Laughter.] The key areas for me, which Mr Monaghan identified, are income, cost of fuel and energy
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Mr Monaghan: I thank the Minister for his response and for his very thorough analysis of the problem.



efficiency. When it comes to income, we can work on benefit awareness. We do a lot of advice awareness campaigns, as the advertisement indicates. We are also targeting particular sectors where there has not been enough takeup. One of those sector groups is older folk, so we are using a new scheme to target and get the information out to those people.



First, we welcome the Warmer Healthier Homes strategy. Yesterday, I got a telephone call from a gentleman in Strabane who was delighted to tell me that he had just had a new boiler installed. We welcome everything that is being done in that area. Our concerns centre on the two other issues: income levels and the people whom the Minister identified and who are in severe fuel poverty.



When we consider the cost of fuel, it is important to note that 60% of households in Northern Ireland use oil, which is more expensive. Eighty per cent of households in rural areas use oil. This afternoon and tomorrow, Arlene Foster and I will make a couple of announcements about that.



I welcome the initiatives that you have announced, and I look forward to hearing about some of the other measures on the cost of fuel that will be announced later today. I have one point on the fact that oil is unregulated in the market. I note that you will make an announcement on a pay-as-you-go scheme. One of the things that strikes me is that, depending on the time at which you purchase your oil, it can be £100 or £50 cheaper. Your neighbour may get a delivery a fortnight before you, and it could be £50 cheaper. I have found that time and again. I have also found that the same supplier with an office in Coleraine sometimes charges a different price to what is charged in Belfast. That is a real issue. I received information earlier this week about a co-operative in Cornwall that buys oil on behalf of older people. If you buy your oil through that co-operative, you can save up to £85 a year, or 3·5p a litre. Although there is a reluctance to get involved in the question of regulation, there is perhaps something that can be done in that area. I ask the Minister to urge the relevant Department to look at that.



Cross-departmental work is happening. We are certainly working with OFMDFM on the social protection fund. There is a concern about and a focus on senior citizens, and we have identified that as a priority. The warm homes scheme and the boiler replacement scheme are good. We will be taking those further and, hopefully, expanding them. Indeed, there will be another announcement about that this afternoon. Given the cost of fuel, for obvious reasons many people have not been able to order a full tank of heating oil. We are working on a pay-asyou-go scheme for oil. If you read the ‘Belfast Telegraph’ or watch the news, you will see that an announcement about pay-as-you-go schemes for oil will be made this afternoon. We are working on that, and I think that we have come up with a quite innovative scheme, which will be the first of its kind in the world. Therefore, a lot is being done on the matter. I trust that members will find those comments helpful to their deliberations. Thank you for your generosity, Mr Speaker.



Mr Caul talked about the warm homes discount of £120 being available to vulnerable groups across the water. You dealt with that in great detail. Scottish Power has a subsidiary that works here. Scottish Power is one of the six companies that have signed up to the scheme, but no one in Northern Ireland knows whether the subsidiary is doing anything over here because they do not even know about it. I appreciate that the Assembly would have to be involved because of the impact on other consumers, but our group urges the Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister and you, using whatever influence you have, to consider making a one-off payment from the social protection fund to those very vulnerable



Mr Speaker: Before I call Mr Monaghan to make his winding-up speech, I should explain that, should he wish to seek further clarification from the Minister, I will allow the Minister to respond very briefly. That is slightly different from the approach that we would normally operate in the Assembly. However, I think that it will give the member an opportunity to seek to clarify an issue, but the time will still be limited to five minutes, for both the member and the Minister, if he wishes to respond. I also welcome Ian Paisley Jnr, the MP for North Antrim, to the debate.
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entitled to additional benefits. So, through that, 1,000 people could get additional income. The campaign focuses on Social Security Agency benefits, warmer homes, rates relief, housing benefit and a wide range of services and supports for older people.



groups that really need help. Hopefully, you will indicate possible consideration of that issue. You have covered all the other issues in a very great deal of detail. I do not want to be overemotive on the issue, but the statistics on the level of cold-related fatalities really cry out for action. I had the unwelcome experience a couple of years ago of finding an older lady in a critical condition suffering from severe hypothermia. She spent the next five days wrapped in foil in the Ulster Hospital in Dundonald. Fortunately, she survived, and now, six years later, she is in her ninetieth year. That had a very moving impact on me. Other people might not be so fortunate this year. Without being over-emotive, I really stress the need for the Executive to give the issue proactive consideration. I accept that a lot is going on and that a lot is under consideration at the moment. I welcome a lot of what the Minister has said today. If he could give some of the Departments a little prod along the way, we would certainly welcome that.



I will mention one final figure that is quite striking. Since 2005, work on improving uptake has generated £27·1 million in additional income for over-60s in Northern Ireland, benefiting 337,000 people. That is a large amount of money, and that is good not just for senior citizens but for Northern Ireland, because that money is coming from Westminster straight into the economy here and it is spent in shops and other places. That is very much on our agenda for the good of Northern Ireland, but particularly for the interest and welfare of senior citizens. Question put and agreed to. Resolved: That the Northern Ireland Pensioners Parliament notes the growing problem of fuel poverty among pensioners; and calls on the Executive to urgently consider measures to address the issue, including the automatic payment of pension credit to everyone entitled to it, the payment of carer’s allowance to pensioners, and the introduction of an energy rebate scheme for pensioners similar to that operating in England, Scotland and Wales.



Mr McCausland: I will pick up on a few points, including the issue about oil and the nature of the oil market in Northern Ireland. Although there are many people who deliver oil to your home, only a small number of companies import oil into Northern Ireland. One of those companies has about 80% of the market. The market has not yet been properly researched. We have started some work on that to get a better understanding of the nature of the purchase, import and then sale of oil in Northern Ireland. Until you understand the system, you cannot make the right interventions. That is very much in our minds. As well as trying to get some sort of pay-as-yougo system working, we are looking at energy brokering. The Housing Executive is fairly confident that it will be in a position to markettest an energy brokering scheme by the end of the current financial year. So energy brokering is very much on the agenda, and I am sure that you will note and welcome that. 11.15 am We have some control over some matters, but not others. However, through those that we can control, we can make a difference. The “Make the Call” advertising campaign began on 14 November — last Monday — and there have already been about 2,000 calls in response to it. More than 1,000 of those calls — about 45% — were from people who were potentially
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issue. All seven local Pensioners Parliament events held across Northern Ireland since early March included discussions on the fear of crime and highlighted the impact that has on older people’s quality of life.



Fear of Crime Mr Speaker: We have 30 minutes for the debate. The person who proposes the motion and two other Members will each have five minutes to speak. The Minister will then have 10 minutes to respond before I call the proposer to conclude the debate.



Age Sector Platform has campaigned for some time on the need for more to be done to tackle the fear of crime and to highlight the impact that the fear of crime has on older people. We have represented older people in the safer ageing strategy that was launched almost two years ago and continue to work with key organisations, such as the PSNI, the Northern Ireland Policing Board, the Department of Justice and others in the age sector, to continue to push for actions that will address this problem.



Mr Carson: I beg to move That the Northern Ireland Pensioners Parliament notes the increasing fear of crime among our older people; calls on the Minister of Justice to make fear of crime among older people a key priority in the new community safety strategy; and further calls for older people to be represented on the new policing and community safety partnerships so that their views and concerns can be raised at a local level on an ongoing basis.



Age Sector Platform believes that the strategic aims within the safer ageing strategy remain key components of a successful community safety strategy. Reducing crime and the fear of crime can not only increase the quality of life for older people but improve their health and ensure that older people remain valuable contributors to society.



Age Sector Platform supports the older person’s right to live free from the fear of crime in their home and their community. We recognise that fear of crime can have a serious impact on the lives of older people in Northern Ireland and can cause social isolation and poor health. We have heard too many stories in recent weeks of older people being victims of violent crime and burglaries. That is despicable behaviour and is a scourge on our society, and we need to stand firmly against those who commit those horrendous crimes.



In an ageing population, we have to make sure that older people can continue to play an active role so that they can benefit from society and society can benefit from the experience and expertise that they offer. That is pretty obvious within the Northern Ireland Executive. To do that, however, older people have to feel safe in their homes and community, and that is why tackling the fear of crime is so important to their lives.



The safer ageing strategy, which was developed in 2009, highlighted that older people were a particularly vulnerable group and that specific actions were required to address the fear of crime in that group. Age Sector Platform believes that the strategic aims and objectives of the strategy remain as important and valid today as when they were first prioritised, and they must be prioritised in the new community safety strategy.



The Pensioners Parliament welcomes the commitment given in the recently published Programme for Government to make tackling crime and the fear of crime among older people a priority action.



Age Sector Platform recently conducted a survey of older people across Northern Ireland as part of the work of the Northern Ireland Pensioners Parliament, and the results show that the fear of crime is one of the biggest concerns for older people in every county in Northern Ireland. Although the official police statistics tell us that you have less than a one in 1,000 chance of being the victim of crime, that does not take away the fear of crime. Almost two thirds, or 64%, of the older people who took part in the Pensioners Parliament survey listed fear of crime as one of their priorities. That clearly illustrates the need for action on this serious



Mr Speaker: Before I call our next contributor, Mr Hughes, I very much welcome Dr Stephen Farry, Minister for Employment and Learning. Dr Farry is deputising for the Minister of Justice this morning. Minister, you are extremely welcome. Mr Hughes: I support the motion. The fear of crime was the number one issue under community safety issues debated at the Northern Ireland Pensioners Parliament held in June 2011. During that debate, the PSNI provided statistics that showed that there were 4,099 fewer victims of crime in Northern Ireland
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for better communication with older people in community safety schemes and initiatives. During the Pensioners Parliament events, older people’s knowledge of the existing community safety schemes was tested, and it was clear that most older people had little or no knowledge of the partnerships and their work. We know that there are some good schemes out there designed to support older people who are fearful of crime, but unless people know about them, they will not have the impact that is needed.



during 2010-11 than in the previous year, and that was a 13-year low. Those figures, however, are no comfort to anyone who has been a victim of crime or to the unknown number of older people who live in fear of being victims of crime. Therefore, it is important that steps are taken to increase confidence in our older people that they will not become another crime statistic. So, what steps can be taken? First, many older people are fearful when they see groups of young people hanging around street corners or outside their homes. Those gatherings may be quite innocent but they create fear. Antisocial behaviour must be tackled under the new community safety strategy. Secondly, that strategy needs to address the victims of crime where the voice of victims is not always properly taken into account. A restorative justice role would help to bring victims and perpetrators together, and the PSNI has admitted that there is a problem with the lack of police contact with victims in some districts.



One of the key problems raised during the development of the safer ageing strategy was the lack of older representation on the community safety and district policing partnerships. The Pensioners Parliament has called for the new merged partnerships to take note of that and to take positive steps to address the problem. Involving older people in those partnerships and giving them advice is clearly one avenue that could be used for addressing fear of crime. Age Sector Platform believes that, once established, those new bodies should promote a strong commitment to tackling fear of crime among the older population by offering seats on the partnership to older representatives in that area.



Thirdly, returning to the younger people in this equation, a review is needed into the facilities provided to keep those younger people occupied, in particular those facilities run by statutory bodies such as education boards, which are often closed when needed most, for example during school holidays. We recommend that the Department of Justice work with the other relevant Departments to carry out that review.



It is important that the right people are appointed to those partnerships. When I say “the right people”, I mean people who will not attend with their own personal view but who can convey the wider views and opinions of older people in that community. There needs to be some thought on the mechanism for that, and also to ensure that those representing older people are made aware of the problems that exist.



Inter-generational work is important in the context of community safety, and Age Sector Platform supports plans to develop that approach in the new strategy. By bringing more older people and younger people together, we can help to reduce the level of mistrust and fear that exists among older people. That should result in a reduction in the fear of crime. I support the motion.



If the new community safety strategy is to deliver for older people, better grass-roots engagement and co-operation is needed with the various older people’s groups and forums that exist across Northern Ireland. Only a true partnership approach can start tackling fear of crime among older people, and Age Sector Platform will do all that it can to work with different agencies to develop and implement that important work. We look forward to seeing the detail of the new community safety strategy that is currently being developed. We hope that older people are at the heart of it and that concrete actions will be put in place to tackle crime and fear of crime among older people.



Mr Armstrong: There are three points that I would like to highlight in support of the motion. There needs to be better communication with older people on community safety schemes and initiatives. We need to see older people represented on the new policing and community safety partnerships. Tackling fear of crime among older people has to be a priority for the new community safety strategy.



11.30 am



One of the themes that emerged from our Pensioners Parliament events was the need



Dr Farry (The Minister for Employment and Learning): Welcome, everyone. You may have
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noticed that I am not David Ford. I assure you all and the people of Northern Ireland that there has not been a coup. David Ford is unfortunately unable to attend the debate today. He sends his sincerest apologies and regrets that he is unable to be here, given the importance that he places on the issues that are being discussed. Department of Justice officials are present. They are listening carefully and noting everything that is being said. Indeed, if there are any points that I do not address that merit a specific response, officials will write to you.



well as the reality of the situation. Findings from the Northern Ireland crime survey for 2009-2010 reveal a disparity between people’s perceived likelihood of being victims of crime and their actual risk. That disparity can lead to anxiety or fear of crime. When levels of anxiety or fear of crime are at a higher level, they can affect people’s quality of life, particularly that of older or vulnerable individuals. It can make people afraid to leave their homes or talk to other people, and affect their mental and physical health. In some cases, it can increase social exclusion, preventing people from accessing local facilities and using public transport because they are worried about becoming victims of crime.



I thank the Speaker for his invitation to join the debate. I welcome the opportunity to participate in the proceedings. I recognise the commitment that Age Sector Platform and its members are giving to hosting regional Pensioners Parliament events throughout the UK, and ensuring that the people of Northern Ireland are represented.



Despite the recent spate of crimes, thankfully in Northern Ireland crimes against older people, especially violent crimes, are still relatively rare. In fact, people who are 65 or older account for less than 2% of victims of violent crime. That means that one person in every 1,000 older people is actually affected by violent crime. However, if you, your friend or your neighbour is a victim of crime, statistics provide little comfort. Let me be clear: a victim of crime, whatever his or her age, is not just a statistic.



I want to voice my condemnation of attacks on older and vulnerable people that have taken place in recent weeks. The Minister of Justice and I, along with the entire Executive, are committed to addressing that. The motion calls for older people’s concerns about fear of crime to be a key priority in the new community safety strategy and for older people to be represented on new policing and community safety partnerships.



Older people’s safety, therefore, and ensuring that they can live free of fear of crime, is an important issue for the Department of Justice and the Northern Ireland Executive. That is reflected in the new Programme for Government, which includes a commitment to tackle crime and fear of crime against older and vulnerable people by more effective and appropriate sentences and other measures. That will also be an important issue for the new community safety strategy.



Research shows that fear and worry about crime varies throughout the population. Young women who are aged between 16 and 24 experience high levels of worry about violent crime, as do single parents. Fear is higher in areas where people perceive antisocial behaviour levels to be high. One in five people who are over 75 feels very unsafe walking alone in their local area after dark. Fear of crime and worry about becoming a victim of crime are complex issues that are linked to a range of personal, environmental and socioeconomic factors, including age, gender, health and income. Media coverage of crimes against older people shows that, as a society, we are horrified when elderly citizens are attacked. Although any attack on older and vulnerable people should, quite rightly, be condemned, it is equally important to ensure that a measured response is used to ensure that we do not create disproportionate fear of crime.



Earlier this year, the Minister of Justice consulted on how he could build on measures that his Department, in partnership with other key stakeholders at regional and local level, had put in place to build community confidence, encourage community involvement in crime prevention and reduce fear of crime and antisocial behaviour. Views that have been expressed in the debate illustrate those that were heard during the consultation on a new community safety strategy called ‘Building Safer, Shared and Confident Communities’.



The relationship between crime figures and the concept of fear of crime is not simple. Fear of crime is linked to individuals’ perceptions of how likely they are to be victims of crime, as



During the consultation, older people acknowledged the benefits that communitybased intergenerational projects can deliver
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in breaking down barriers between younger and older people and in developing respect and understanding between generations. They also voiced their support for initiatives such as community safety wardens and neighbourhood watch, which help prevent them and others from becoming victims of crime or antisocial behaviour.



The new policing and community safety partnerships will consist of a wide range of representatives, not only political and independent members but designated members, who may represent statutory, voluntary or community organisations. Other groups can also become involved in the work of the partnerships through delivery groups. Organisations representing older people and older people themselves can take the opportunity to engage with their local PCSP, be that through independent membership, local designation or the delivery groups. Through participation, they can ensure that their voice will be heard. Together, those members will be able to contribute positively to improving local communities.



They also outlined that they want to feel supported in their local communities and want those who are engaged in the delivery of community safety to provide a more responsive approach to local community needs, based on communication and consultation with local communities. We also heard from many communities across Northern Ireland where people do feel safe and there are strong community bonds, with neighbours looking out for one another.



In closing, I assure you, Mr Speaker and everyone here that the safety of older and vulnerable people continues to be a priority for the Department of Justice. Ensuring the safety of older and vulnerable people and reducing the fear of crime will require a sustained effort from all involved and can be achieved only by working in partnership with government, statutory agencies at a regional and local level, voluntary groups, the age sector and, indeed, older people themselves.



A key theme of the community safety strategy will be to help to build more confident communities, where people feel safe in their homes, neighbourhoods and communities. The new strategy will look at how we support intergenerational projects to help to build trust and respect across generations and at how we can support people through neighbourhood watch schemes or other local schemes to provide peace of mind and security to older people.



Mr Speaker: Before I call Bill Carson to make a winding-up speech on the debate, I advise again that I will allow the Minister to respond briefly to any issues that the member may wish to clarify with him when summing up. Once again, I remind the Minister and the member that all that has to be done within five minutes.



The Department of Justice is working towards finalising and publishing an agreed strategy with buy-in from other Departments and statutory agencies by early 2012. The new strategy will underpin that partnership approach to addressing the fear of crime. The new policing and community safety partnerships (PCSPs), due to be established by April 2012, will have a key role to play in engaging and empowering individuals and communities to find solutions to locally identified concerns. Policing and community safety partnerships, on the whole, will play a pivotal role in building confidence in the justice system.



Mr Carson: Dr Farry, you mentioned the point about older people getting representation on the various policing partnerships. As we have said before, we do not want ageing councillors representing older people. We want older people — independent bodies — on those partnerships. You also mentioned the point about the provision of justice should the perpetrators of a crime be caught. I understand that a basic tariff is imposed for an attack on an older person in many of the states in America. I know that it may be very difficult to say where the line should be drawn, but that should certainly be considered. There should be a tariff in addition to whatever penalty the crime carries automatically.



The general functions of PCSPs will be dictated by the strategic objectives that the Department of Justice and the Policing Board will soon agree. Those objectives will, in turn, be informed by the community safety strategy and the policing plan. The significant resources that will be invested in PCSPs will be prioritised towards the delivery of those strategic objectives and the issues that have been identified as a concern for the local community.



Do you feel that there are enough police on the ground? That was one of the points that older people raised. They like to see policemen on the
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the point. The police are not simply there to detect and to address particular incidents. They are there to reassure people and to provide a deterrent to others who may wish to engage in wrongdoing. Obviously, the Department of Justice does not speak on behalf of the police as the police are operationally independent. Nevertheless, it is fair to say that the current Chief Constable comes from a very communityorientated background and understands the importance of neighbourhood policing. The constant challenge that we have in Northern Ireland in a period of limited resources is the constant tension between policing the difficult local context that we have all lived through and trying to move towards a normal type of policing that gives assurance to the community. That is the constant tension that the Police Service wrestles with, but the direction of travel that we want to go in is very much the one that you have articulated.



beat, not whizzing by on a motorbike or in a car. It is very nice to see them. It is obviously useful to have sufficient vehicles in order to get to a crime quickly, but older people like to see the bobby on the beat, the community policeman. Is there any possibility that we could hoke out a few more police officers from behind their desks and put them on the beat? Dr Farry: I thank Mr Carson for those questions. There are three things to address, the first of which is representation on the PCSPs. There will certainly be political representation on those bodies, but when we speak about representation from the community, we mean representation from the community, and it is important that that representation is reflective and that it takes into account all the interests. It would be wrong for me to say that specific slots on those bodies will be earmarked for older people. However, it is fully anticipated that older people will be fairly well represented through the community and voluntary sector, potentially by individual independent members who will sit on those bodies and, in particular, through the delivery groups, which will address some of the particular issues of concern. Those points are well understood by officials in the Department of Justice.



Question put and agreed to. Resolved: That the Northern Ireland Pensioners Parliament notes the increasing fear of crime among our older people; calls on the Minister of Justice to make fear of crime among older people a key priority in the new community safety strategy; and further calls for older people to be represented on the new policing and community safety partnerships so that their views and concerns can be raised at a local level on an ongoing basis.



There has been a lot of public comment, particularly in recent weeks, on sentencing. Everyone understands the importance of sentencing, not just as regards what is relevant in dealing with particular perpetrators but as regards sending a wider message throughout society that offences are unacceptable. It is important in trying to address issues about the fear of crime. There are difficulties in going down the road of a fixed and inflexible mandatory system in Northern Ireland. However, I see the potential for the issue to be properly addressed through the work on sentencing guideline mechanisms. There is a sense that the current approach, where sentencing is, essentially, left entirely to the courts and the discretion of the judges, may not be sufficient. Therefore, there is a need for a mechanism to be put in place to allow us to think through whether sentences are appropriate for a range of different crimes. Clearly, the issue of attacks on our older citizens is one of the key priorities that have been identified by the community, and the Department of Justice is doing some work in that area. The third point that you made was on the visibility of police on the ground, and I fully understand



12



Friday 25 November 2011



up early, some late, some want to be able to go to bed later. Such choices are important to the quality of life enjoyed by those who choose to say in their own home.



Health and Social Care Issues Mr Speaker: We have 30 minutes for the debate. The proposer of the motion and two other members will each have five minutes to speak and we will then have 10 minutes for the Minister to respond.



I can tell you as a fact, wait for this: recently, someone was given 12 minutes to get somebody a breakfast and to get them up and dressed. Worse than that, when two carers were provided, the time allowed was reduced to six minutes. I am not slow but this morning, it took me 20 minutes to have a shower, eat my breakfast and get to the car. I am not sure that too many of the rest of you would have done that in 20 minutes. [Laughter.] So, just let us look at the quality of life that we are offering people.



Before the motion is moved, I welcome junior Minister in the Office of the First and deputy First Minister Jonathan Bell, who is deputising for the Health Minister. 11.45 am Ms Donald: I beg to move That the Northern Ireland Pensioners Parliament calls on the Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety to increase funding for preventive healthcare programmes to help maintain the quality of life and independence of older people living at home; and further calls on the Minister to take action to reduce hospital waiting times for older people and to provide better support services for older carers.



We need to look at social care as a system that enhances well-being. Now, well-being is not just about health; it is also to do with mental health. Last night, I rang a 90-year-old man who recently came out of hospital after major surgery. I said, “How are you”? He said, “I am on the up and up mentally and physically. I am doing well”. He is in his own home. He gets half-an-hour’s care three times a day, and the family is looking after him. We need to add life to years. The same gentleman’s daughter-in-law had an idea that he might go to a nursing home for a week, but she and I know him well, and we decided that he was not going to risk doing that, in case he never got back out. [Laughter.] Just be aware of that.



This is a complex issue that affects us all sooner or later. However, there is good news. It is not all bad. We are living longer and healthier lives. Many of us now see great-grandparents floating around, which was not so much the case years ago. We want older people to remain active and independent. In that respect, one of the many things that can be done to help — and this is not altogether to do with social care because it impinges on health — involves communication. Things such as computer classes are now being closed down, and I suspect that without a computer or computer literacy, the opportunity to communicate will fall to nil over the next few years. Therefore, we need to look at the quality of life for the independence afforded to older people.



We have heard horror stories of nursing care in hospitals and in nursing homes, but it is not all bad. Please do not condemn everybody. I have a lot of experience of nursing homes, and the staff do their best. Limited funding leads to staff being cut back, because anyone who runs any organisation knows that staff are its biggest cost. We want to provide care for older people, regardless of their age. I am old enough to remember the time when there was no heart surgery. The quality of life for somebody who has heart surgery, even those in their 70s and 80s, is remarkable, so let us offer that service. There is nothing that improves the quality of life for older people like hip replacements. Someone who is arthritic and who has had a hip or a knee replaced is given a new lease of life. They are free from pain, they are able to move around and they are independent.



We need to increase funding for preventive programmes. I am impressed by some of the preventive programmes that I have seen, in which older people have not been taken out of their homes and into hospital, but have had good, intensive care at home and have recovered much more quickly. Older people must receive the type of help that they need in their own homes and not the kind of help that somebody else decides they need. We need a system that is designed to fit the individual. If an individual needs to have their dinner cooked, let them have that and within a decent time. We need to be flexible. Some people want to get



I wish to place on record the Pensioners Parliament’s welcome for the commitment in the Programme for Government to introduce legislation to outlaw discrimination in the provision
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suggested a couple of months ago that families should come into hospital to feed and toilet the elderly. That strikes of ageism. We are all entitled to equal treatment. I ask the Minister to look at waiting times for older people and ensure that they are minimised.



of goods, facilities and services. Within that area, I think particularly of travel insurance. People have to pay a lot extra because they are older. Once you hit another nought, which is very dangerous, it goes up. However, someone younger might not be half as able. They might not have got in and out as quickly as I did this morning. Think about it and look at the issues. Please, when you measure and look at a person’s needs, have an input. I do not know how anybody could get somebody out of bed, give them breakfast and get them dressed in 12 minutes with any kind of dignity. I watched a programme a week ago where the Queen’s cousins were in a mentally handicapped — excuse the word, but that is the word I would use — home. The indignity —



The second issue concerns transport for older people attending health appointments, particularly in rural areas. An example has been given of a person living in Fermanagh who had a cataract appointment an Altnagelvin Area Hospital in Derry or Londonderry — whichever you choose — and who had no way of getting to an early morning appointment as there was no public transport. I have heard of people in my own area, Newry and Mourne, who have been given appointments at night — with the best motive in the world to clear the backlog. However, it is difficult for older people to go out after 8.00 pm to attend an appointment. I realise that the problem crosses boundaries and affects different Departments and council areas, but I ask the Minister to consider the problem and ensure that older people can get access to the healthcare that they are entitled to and need and that the times are conducive to those who are less able.



Mr Speaker: I very gently encourage the member to finish. Ms Donald: Yes. Please do not go back to that stage. Let us allow our older people to live and die with dignity. Mr Grimason: I would like to highlight three issues that were raised by members of the Northern Ireland Pensioners Parliament in relation to the motion. The first is waiting times for life-changing operations for older people, such as hip and knee surgery, which has been mentioned already by my colleague. Delays in such operations can lead to isolation, loss of confidence, loneliness and depression, and the reduction in mobility can lead to poor health and a further drain on the health service. I experienced that a few years back. After having been active in business in many years, I found myself with a bad arthritic hip and, while waiting for an operation, I became frustrated, lost my self-confidence and was almost on the verge of depression. Thanks to our excellent medical profession, I have a new lease of life. I had hip resurfacing, and I can even play football — to a degree, depending on my condition.



Finally, one of the biggest issues raised at the Northern Ireland Pensioners Parliament was insufficient support for older carers. As our population ages, so do our carers, and a large section of our carers are of an older age. Currently, 360,000 people over 60 years of age live in Northern Ireland; that is 20% of the population. Moreover, 10% of the population is over 70, and 4% is over 80. Being an older carer, whether for a spouse or other family member, brings many challenges that are maybe not faced by younger people. Financial concerns are one, and we talked about pensions in a previous motion. The lack of respite care is a major issue for older people who cannot get away from looking after a spouse or family member 24 hours a day, seven days a week. The added stress that that brings to older people affects their health and well-being. Being a carer for a loved one is even more tiring and stressful if you are old than it is for a healthy young adult.



We know that early treatment can lead to a new lease of life, which allows older people to remain active, independent and healthier, thus saving precious resources in the NHS. Surely the older generation who have worked a lifetime, paid their dues, lived through wars and troubles and built the NHS and made it the envy of the world, should be entitled to nothing less than the same dignity and quality of treatment as any member of society, regardless of age. I was disappointed when the head of the RCN



Carers Northern Ireland estimates that there are 207,000 carers in Northern Ireland, and, as the population ages, the age of the carers will increase. It is vital that support systems be put in place now to enable carers to continue the vital service that they provide, because, if we are
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fortunate, we will all get older and will all wind up caring for someone. I want to point out that those carers save our economy a staggering £3·1 billion a year. When you look at the cost of enabling older carers, the benefits to society outweigh the cost. Therefore I ask the Minister to take on board the special problems faced by older carers and make their support a priority.



people who cannot afford to go into the bigger shops to buy things from them; and to create funds for the group that they represent. Grannies and grandads mind children, often full time. They collect them from school and do all of those kinds of things. Grandparents have a vital role in society, and that cannot be overlooked. If costing were put on that, you could say that we are providing the money to look after the people who need it. That represents less than 10% of the entire old age population. We are paying that, and we are doing all that voluntary work to save the Government money that they could invest in the care of our peers, if you can call them that. I suggest that clubs be supported when they are threatened with closure and that a bit more respect and recognition be given for what older people do, not to what they cost.



Mrs Evans: My topic will be prevention rather than cure. It is important that when older people retire they make good use of their lives, keep healthy, look after their diet and get involved. To that end, huge efforts have been made over the past 30 years to ensure that older people’s clubs have been established all over the counties, and they provide a great variety of activities for everybody’s tastes. Often, they get into a bit of difficulty because they are expected to provide their own financial support, and the heads of clubs, who help to organise and run them, are expected to apply for and find funding; if they do not, the club is threatened with closure. Therefore we have always felt that if the Government can prevent people from taking ill earlier in life and keep them active, healthy and involved, that will provide the best outcome. You should support the clubs a bit better and make sure that they are funded in some way, because it would save the health service money by keeping people out of hospital.



Mr Speaker: I call the junior Minister to respond to the debate. Minister, you have 10 minutes. Mr Bell (Junior Minister, Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister): I am delighted to be here. I have the privilege of having two wonderful Christian parents, who are in their late 70s. I know the value that they have given me, not only in my life but in their role in their grandchildren’s lives, my children. That is significant. From the time when my wife was seriously ill, I know of the role that grandparents take over in a family, and I really appreciate that. To a certain extent, I am here to answer questions, but, before I go, I want to know the answer to a question: “What is it with grandparents?” When my mum and dad were bringing us three boys up, they did not spare the rod and spoil the child. Now, if I raise my voice to my children, they say, “Och, don’t be so hard on them, you don’t understand.” I hope that someone can explain that to me on the way out.



There is a lot of talk about older people; they are never out of the news, but never for the right reasons. Long life should be celebrated; older people should not be made to feel that they are committing a crime by living too long. Only this week, there has been talk about older people and their care, and it is shameful, as Patricia said, that people are expected to do so much work within such a tiny timeframe. It is just not possible. When you have it in your head all the time that the big issue for you is to get the job done and to get out of there as quickly as possible to go to another job, it takes away any bit of dignity that you could show to someone.



I am delighted to be here on behalf of the Health Minister. I know that he has met several of the age sector charities, and, knowing Edwin as I have over the best part of two decades, I know that he cares about and cares for the situation affecting elderly people here. Seamus from Age NI is behind me, and, at one of our first meetings, I gave him the line that I was to give that Europe was looking at the issue of goods, facilities and services and that I was waiting to see what Europe was going to do before transposing the legislation into Northern Ireland law. Seamus thanked me for the meeting



12.00 noon The issue is the importance of recognising older people’s worth. Let us look at volunteering in the community, for instance. I do not know very many older people who do not volunteer in some shape or form. You have only to look at the thousands and thousands of charity shops, which have volunteers working in them. They have a twofold message to send out: for poorer
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that such a substantial chunk of the health budget is used as effectively as possible.



and said that he respected what I had to say, but he said that it was time that I got to do something about it because he had heard all that before. Seamus, goods, facilities and services is in the Programme for Government.



Growing older is not synonymous with ill health. I look at you with envy: I have a bad muscular back spasm because of an old rugby accident and I did not get in and out of the shower in 20 minutes today, I can tell you. If I go off a bit, it is because of the amount of Voltarol that is in my system.



Mr Lynch: Good man. Mr Bell: As a junior Minister, I have a vested interest in issues to do with older people. Indeed, with junior Minister Anderson, one of our first engagements in taking up our posts was to address the Northern Ireland Pensioners Parliament. Our developing ageing demographic has been well publicised over the past few years. In the light of the predicted shift in the age profile of our population, in the next 50 years, our population over age 65 will double from 244,000 to 493,000, and that is a good thing.



If you are in good health, age and ageing should not prevent anyone from pursuing a healthy and fulfilling life. Older people who remain socially and physically active tend to live longer and enjoy a better quality of life. So healthy lifestyles and ill-health prevention are important in the holistic process to ageing. A better way forward is, clearly, a significant issue for everyone. We need to stay safe when at home. That is a major concern for people of all ages, but particularly for elderly people. A recent review of the home accident prevention strategy, and the action plan for 2004-09 concluded that although considerable progress has been made in reducing the number of accidental injuries in the home, falls were still a key challenge, and there was still a need to prioritise home accident prevention.



The need to continue to review and improve existing service provision for the older population becomes vital. The message that we have received, absolutely loud and clear, from several sources is that people want to continue living at home, independently, for as long as it is safe to do so. To realise that wish, the health and social care system and the Department have continued to develop more flexible, responsive and person-centred ranges of social and community care services for elderly people. That is vital, because, as has been said here this morning, too many people have ended up in hospitals and care institutions, unnecessarily separated from their families and friends.



The report highlighted falls prevention as an area requiring a new strategic approach. The Health Minister accepted the recommendations of the review report and agreed that a new home accident prevention strategy should be developed to set a refreshed, strategic direction to enable that continued commitment, drive and support across Northern Ireland. A total of £300,000 has been made available year on year to the Public Health Agency to support the implementation of the new home accident prevention strategy and action plan.



Of course, there are circumstances when the intensity of the needs, safety of the service users and care workers, pressure on the family and the viability of the care package mean that residential or nursing care home is the most appropriate care option. I am sure that everyone present will agree that people should have some choice about how their care needs are met.



Evidence suggests that to preserve and boost positive mental well-being, older people need to feel safe in their communities, engage with and contribute to their communities, participate in meaningful activity, be as active as possible, have appropriate social networks, and be aware of the importance of a positive mental attitude and the importance of seeking help where it is deemed necessary.



People want to be consulted on decisions that are important to them, and to be involved in making those decisions. The Pensioners Parliament provides that perfect platform. Your views can help the health and social care sector to ensure that the resources at its disposal are used most effectively and efficiently in the way that we treat and support the maximum number of people. In 2009-2010, the health and social care sector spent just under £500 million on social care for older people. Some would say that that is still not enough. So it is vitally important



The Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety is developing a mental health and well-being promotion strategy to replace the 2003-08 promoting mental health strategy and action plan. The new mental health and
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As we look to the future, we are fully committed to transforming the way that services are delivered in our communities to ensure access to highquality services close to home. The ongoing review of health and social care, chaired by the chief executive of the Health and Social Care Board, John Compton, is due to be presented shortly. Its purpose is to provide a blueprint for the sustainable future of our health service that will drive up the quality of care and improve outcomes.



well-being promotion strategy will cover general mental health and well-being awareness. It will also have a focus on older people. The integrated elective access protocol published in 2008 was developed to encompass the elective pathway within the hospital environment. The protocol, among other things, establishes a number of good practice guidelines, assisting healthcare staff with the effective management of outpatients, diagnostic tests and inpatient waiting lists. An underlying principle of the protocol is that patients will be treated on the basis of their clinical urgency, with urgent patients being seen and treated first. Patients with the same clinical need will be treated in chronological order on the grounds of fairness and to minimise waiting times for all patients.



The review team has carried out extensive engagement with all the key stakeholders in the health and social care system and with the public. It is currently analysing the themes and issues that emerged during that process. Until that is complete and Minister Poots has made his decisions based on the conclusions and recommendations, we are not in a position to comment on specific activities. However, after the Minister has made the decisions, a full public consultation will be carried out on any reconfiguration of services that we propose to take forward. A planned discussion document on the future of adult social care will be published by the Department next spring, and that will take these matters forward. The process will be informed by the information and views provided by the Pensioners Parliament.



Carers are a vital part of the Government’s vision of providing support for people to live more independent lives. The contribution that carers make towards helping people to remain in their own home and live independently cannot be overstated. The level of service — I will be honest here — simply could not be delivered by the formal care service. That is the debt that we owe to our carers. Carers, including elderly carers, are individuals with their own needs. They need real choices based on their individual circumstances. Research shows that older carers are more likely to provide higher levels of physical and personal care. They are also more likely to experience social isolation and encounter difficulties in maintaining their own health and well-being.



This all follows up on the report of the Dilnot commission in England earlier this year, which followed on from the publication of an options paper in 2009 and the royal commission report in 1999. We may hear more from London on the outcome of Dilnot next spring. It comes as no surprise that economic pressures have been quoted as one of the key issues in the process. All of us throughout the United Kingdom will have to include those issues in our determination of what we want, need and can actually pay for.



The Department does not expect the health and social care trusts to provide extra support to elderly carers based purely on their age. All carers are individuals and, as such, they present varying levels of need. Each carer must, therefore, be assessed as an individual with their own personal circumstances to identify any needs that they have.



Thank you for listening. I have wonderful experiences of being cared for by my grandparents. I will give you one example of the many gifts that they gave me before they passed on. I was the black sheep of a minister’s family. I have two older brothers; one is a consultant in accident and emergency medicine, and the other is a school principal. They say that there is a black sheep in every minister’s family, and I was the black sheep. Granny lived with us for a number of years after she took ill. She loved her boiled sweets, and I was sent to get them. She always gave you extra money to get sweets for yourself, so there was a fight between me



It is easy to set out strong economic and efficiency arguments for supporting carers. It is more important that we recognise properly the equality perspective and the fundamental human rights of individual carers, who have a right to a life outside of caring. It is important that the needs of carers are understood properly and that service providers are prepared to respond flexibly by offering carers real choices as to how their needs are met.
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back into the system in respect of the care that is provided as an outreach service to elderly people.



and my brothers about who would go to get granny’s sweets. When I came back, I realised to my horror that I had got the wrong ones. I had got ones with soft centres, but she preferred the hard brandy ball-type sweets. My brothers, completely loyal to me, went straight to my dad and told him that I had got granny the wrong sweets. Jonny had got it wrong again. My dad came in, frustrated, and asked his mother what sweets I had got her. My granny just looked at him and said, “Lovely ones”. [Laughter.] She knew it all. Lovely ones.



Your final point was about depression and access to the clubs. Phil raised that earlier. I understand that because I was a senior social worker for 21 years. Prior to that, way back in 1988, I read psychology at Queen’s University. One of the critical things for combating particularly reactive depression, but also endogenous depression, is access to a social outlet where people can understand and hear your needs. Access to daylight activities is also important. I will take both of those points on board and feed them back to the Health Minister. A simple club can help to prevent depression, meaning, therefore, less cost to the health service.



Mr Speaker: Before I call Ms Donald to conclude the debate, I want to say to Patricia Donald that if, when you are summing up, you need further clarification from the Minister on whatever issue you and the Minister have spoken on, I will allow the Minister to respond. Once again, I remind the Minister and members that they have five minutes in which to sum up and respond.



Question put and agreed to. Resolved:



12.15 pm



That the Northern Ireland Pensioners Parliament calls on the Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety to increase funding for preventive healthcare programmes to help maintain the quality of life and independence of older people living at home; and further calls on the Minister to take action to reduce hospital waiting times for older people and to provide better support services for older carers.



Ms Donald: Thank you, Minister. I would like to raise a couple of things with you. When care is being looked at and how it is going to be split up, you need to have some older people in there making their suggestions, not just being consulted and ignored. You talked about accidents in the home, which is a very real issue. Very often, those are falls. I needed an electric light bulb changed, and I am scared to get up on the steps in case I fall and land in a heap. Somebody called yesterday to do something for me, and I asked them to change the light bulb for me, and they did. A handyman is needed because it is sometimes very hard for older people to do little odd jobs. There have been some experiments with handyman services, and I suggest that you should look at that. When you are looking at the support for the clubs, I plead that you consider insurance, heat and light, which does not cost more than £500 a year. That would make a huge difference. The problem is that prevention is difficult to evaluate, but preventing one old person from going into depression because of the work of a club and its activities, you save the price of a psychiatric bed for a week. That is the way in which we need to look at it. Mr Bell: I will certainly take those points on board and ensure that information is fed directly from older persons. You have my commitment to do that. I take the point about the handyman or woman, as the case may be. We will feed that
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want to give a sincere word of thanks to you personally, not only for making this unique forum available to older people to represent their views at the heart of government but for your ongoing support and interest in older people’s issues. That is a sincere thank you. When we commenced this project about two years ago we could never have envisaged the end product of having a debate in the Senate Chamber. That is how much we value that initiative on your behalf.



Mr Speaker: As we come to the end of this debate, I, as Speaker of the Assembly, thank everyone who attended today. Congratulations and well done to those who spoke during the debates. I hope that you enjoyed the occasion as much as I did, and that the debates helped to give you all a flavour of how we run debates in Parliament Buildings and the Assembly. It is also a chance to put across your views to Ministers on very important issues.



I also want to place on record our thanks to the First Minister and the deputy First Minister, who launched the Pensioners Parliament in January and to the junior Ministers, Martina Anderson and Jonathan Bell, who is here with us today, who attended the opening of the Parliament in June. I reiterate your thanks to Ministers Nelson McCausland, Stephen Farry and Jonathan Bell for taking time out to respond to the debates. I want to give a particular word of thanks to your staff and the staff of the other Departments for the professional way that they organised everything and for the way in which they have treated us. Thanks to Kevin Shiels, Frances Leneghan, Stephanie Mallon, Jennifer Pleavin and Louise Close. If I have missed anyone, perhaps Kevin will pass on our thanks to them.



Not all debates in the Assembly are as calm and as pleasant as the debates this morning and afternoon. [Laughter.] I am sure that Minister Bell certainly agrees with my comments when it comes to particular debates in the Assembly. However, most Members are reasonably well behaved. I thank you all for being here this morning and afternoon. I also want to say a word of thanks to our Ministers, Nelson McCausland, Dr Stephen Farry and Jonathan Bell. They have all taken time out of their very busy schedules to be with us here today. Let us give them a round of applause. [Applause.] Once again, thank you very much. In addition, I thank our officials, who have worked continually in the background to make sure that the debates went as smoothly as they have. I also thank our Clerks, who have been with us throughout the debate. To everybody concerned, to you especially as an organisation, I want to say thank you very much. It has been my great pleasure to host this event. I hope that it will not be too long until we see you here again, maybe debating other issues. It is important for us as an Assembly.



Thanks to our own staff, Eddie Lynch, Alison McElhinney, Nichola and Sam back in the office. We simply could not have operated without them. Again, thanks to all the members of the Pensioners Parliament who have travelled from all over Northern Ireland for this debate. I hope that they have enjoyed their day. The members who spoke were from all over Northern Ireland, but, as a Fermanagh man, there were three from Fermanagh, and that has to be a bit out of proportion. Thank you all again, and thank you, Mr Speaker. [Applause.]



When I came here as Speaker in 2007, I was very conscious that we needed to open the door of Parliament Buildings to everybody, irrespective of what type of group they may be. Until now, that has been a huge success for me and for the Assembly. I continually say to people that this Building belongs to you; come in and enjoy it. Meet your public representatives and get the ear of a Minister or Member. Once again, as Speaker, it has been my joy to be with you today. Thank you very much. I understand that your committee chairperson, Michael Monaghan, would like to say a few words.



Adjourned at 12.24 pm.



Mr Monaghan: Thank you, Mr Speaker. I would like to echo your comments. I particularly
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