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Choice and independence for an ageing society

By Jeremy Harbison, Chair of Northern Ireland Social Care Council (NISCC)

When looking at issues of care and support for older people, Northern Ireland faces the same challenges as the rest of the UK. As people live longer, there is an increased strain on the care system to continue to deliver high quality care and support. 

The main challenge we face as a society is to find out what is important to older people, not what is important for them.

Currently one in seven older people in Northern Ireland live in severe poverty, while one in three live below the official poverty line. Between 2000 and 2040 it is estimated the number of people aged 60 or over will double and the proportion of very old people will increase even more. Smaller families, increases in people moving away from their family location and fewer traditional support systems means an already struggling care system will fail to meet the needs of the ageing population unless action is taken now. 

Service providers are increasingly facing a number of critical challenges: maximising quality of life as people live longer; addressing inequalities in health and well being with older age; and looking at how to use the lobbying pressure of older people.

The continued growth of the older population also has other implications. One significant outcome is the increased number of older voters who, as a group, tend to vote more regularly than younger voters. This puts them in a strong position to lobby for change and speak out to ensure services are delivered effectively. Older people can provide a valuable resource to society and, with their knowledge and experiences, they can make very positive contributions to the communities they live in. 
The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF), one of the largest social policy research and development charities in the UK, held a conference in Belfast last week. Older People: Choice and Independence saw older people, service providers and commissioners come together to discuss and explore the issues faced by older people in Northern Ireland.

The event provided a unique opportunity for delegates to share their experiences and knowledge. JRF and other experts in the field explained why there are problems in the system. They also demonstrated potential solutions. 

The overwhelming conclusion of the day was that older people must be listened to. But in order to move forward, and actively make changes and influence policy in Northern Ireland, it is vital to have an evidence base to underpin the case for change. 

Health Minister Michael McGimpsey, who addressed delegates at the event, stated that everyone should have a choice about how their care needs are met. One of his key priorities is to ensure that people continue to live independent lives in their own homes for as long as it is safe to do so. 

According to the Minister, there is a current spend of over £630m from his department to support older people, with a further £60m being invested over the next three years, which will provide high quality services and support an additional 1,500 older people in the community. 

It is our job as a society to ensure the quality of life for older people is improved and maintained. Care support is a key aspect of this. Older people need to be able to take control of their own lives, and have the choice and independence they deserve. It will be their experiences, choices and views that will help to shape a new – and much improved – care and support system.
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