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Introduction

Ireland’s population is ageing. One million people aged 60 and over now live on the island of Ireland. Today in Ireland older people make up 11.1% of the population and by 2031, it is expected that this will increase to 23%. The largest increase will be in the older old; the number aged 80+ is expected to triple by the same date. But while life expectancy has increased, it is not clear that life without disability and ill health has increased to the same extent. A growing number of older people may be facing the combined effects of a decline in physical and mental function, isolation and poverty. 

Policymakers, service providers and older people alike recognise the need to create a high quality of life for our ageing population. This challenge can be meet by addressing the problems relating to healthy ageing, reducing inequalities in later life and developing services appropriate for older people.

The Centre for Ageing Research and Development in Ireland (CARDI) is a not for profit organisation developed by leaders from the ageing field across Ireland (North and South) including age sector focused researchers and academics, statutory and voluntary with support from the Atlantic Philanthropies. 

We welcome the opportunity to present this briefing paper on the work of CARDI to the Joint Committee on Health and Children. 

What does CARDI do?

CARDI has been established to provide a mechanism for greater collaboration among age researchers, for wider dissemination of ageing research information and to advance a research agenda relevant to the needs of older people in Ireland (North and South). Operating at a strategic level and in an advisory capacity, CARDI promotes research co-operation across sectors and disciplines and concentrates on influencing the strategic direction of research into older people and ageing in Ireland. 

Rather than CARDI undertaking research, our role focuses on bringing together the research community and relevant players from government, voluntary and community sector and older people themselves so that those with skills and knowledge on ageing can concentrate on top research priorities. CARDI both encourages researchers to focus on the issues at the heart of enabling our ageing population to live life to the full and give older people and those designing and developing services and facilities for them access to the latest research thinking.

CARDI has been strategically positioned around the following four areas:

· Identifying and establishing ageing research priorities relevant to policy and practice in Ireland (North and South);

· Promoting greater collaboration and co-operation on ageing research in order to build an ageing research community in Ireland (North and South);

· Stimulating research in priority areas that can inform policy and practice relating to ageing and older people in Ireland (North and South);

· Communicating strategic research issues on ageing to raise the profile of ageing research in Ireland (North and South) and its role in informing policy and practice.

Statistical Information on Older People in Ireland

The growing older population highlights the need to understand how the multiple aspects of health and ageing impact on maintaining independence and quality of life. The need for robust data to underpin this understanding is vital.

Demographics

· There are 468,000 people aged 65 and over in Ireland. Representing 11.1% of the total population, this is the lowest in the European Union.

· By 2041 there will be 1.4 million people aged 65+, representing 22% of the population.

· In 2006 there were 620 centenarians; by 2041 this is expected to rise to 8,500.

· The largest increase is in the older old – there is now 48,000 people aged 85+. In 1961 this was only 18,500.

Disability and Health

· The incidence of disability rises sharply with age. For example, 29.5% of people aged 65+ have a disability compared with 9.3% of all ages.

· Among those 85+ the disability rate is 58.6% (51.4% for males and 61.8% for females).

Income and Work

· According to the CSO, in 2005 around 20% of people aged 65+ were at risk of poverty, this was substantially lower than the 2004 rate of 27%. This decrease was mainly due to an increase in the old age pension.

· The Census data for 2006 show that there are 160,917 carers in Ireland of which 18,152 are over 65 years of age. 

· In 2007, more than four fifths of the income of people 65+ comes from pensions (62% social welfare and 20% from occupational/personal pensions).

· 14% of men and 4% of women aged 65+ are in the labour force.

· In 2006 15.5% of men and 14.55 of women aged 65+ were involved in voluntary work.

Accessing Services

· 29% of heads of household aged 65+ reported having difficulty accessing a GP compared to 19% of heads of household across all age groups.

· 35% of heads of household aged 65+ had difficulty in assessing public transport compared to 26% of all heads of household.

Voting Behaviour

· In the May 2002 General Election, 86% of persons aged 65 and over voted. The main reason why persons aged 65+ did not vote was due to illness or disability.

Policy Environment and the National Positive Ageing Strategy

Demographic ageing – as a result of our increasing longevity is creating challenges and opportunities for Governments across Europe. Older people are becoming increasingly important for their contribution to economies and communities, the demands they make as consumers and their expectations as citizens. These need to be understood and addressed effectively as governments need sound, credible and informed policy advice in order to ensure that policies are able to respond to this change. The identification and co-ordination of research across governments and agencies is a vital tool in this process.

We welcome the development of the National Positive Ageing Strategy and the recognition that older people are central to its development. The concept of ‘positive ageing’ is one that embraces a number of factors, including health, financial security, independence, self-fulfilment, personal safety and security, and the built and physical environment. The focus is therefore not only on the experience of older individuals, but also on younger generations attitudes, expectations, and actions regarding ageing and older people.

The ability to age positively is dependent on an environment that provides opportunities for older people to remain involved and connected to society. Promoting positive attitudes to ageing within a life cycle approach is the first step to achieving this goal.

The development of the National Positive Ageing Strategy is timely and the challenge lies in ensuring that older people are not only central to shaping the Strategy and its implementation but that the Strategy is underpinned by rights and entitlements as determined by the United Nations Principals on older people. The core principles are: Independence, Participation, Care, Self-fulfilment and Dignity.

The Need for Quality Research and the Positive Ageing Strategy

An ageing population is one of the success stories. Ageing research is vital as decisions in relation to policy, practice and resource allocation must be decided on the best available information. Up to date research can help plan for present and future service provision.

An ageing population provides an opportunity for research in a wide variety of areas relating to older people, not just in health and social care but engineering, technology, housing, transport, economics, planning, sociology and psychology, among others. To be most effective greater cross-sectoral and inter-disciplinary collaboration and co-operation will be required across the island of Ireland. 

The development of a research strategy linked to the National Positive Ageing Strategy can help ensure that ageing research is seen as a central, underpinning function in the planning of high quality services and related policy for older people in Ireland, now and in the future. It is important that the Strategy recognises the significance of research to enable strategic planning and service delivery across Government and Agencies in relation to ageing. 

We welcome the establishment of The Irish Longitudinal Study on Ageing (TILDA) as this will be a significant source of information and can facilitate the development of a comprehensive body of research information and knowledge to enable better design and delivery of services for older people. It is vital that the findings from TILDA are utilised to inform the design and delivery of effective services for older people, now and in the future.

In the present economic situation, universities and funders of research are recognising that rising expectations are helping to focus their research priorities. The recent launch of the Health Research Board Strategic Business Plan 2010-2014
 and the Action Plan for Health Research 2009-2013
, by the Department of Health and Children put research at the heart of the health system. These two reports will shift the focus of health research to concentrate resources into research that can be translated into policy and practice to improve the outcomes for people’s health. Sustainability and enhancement of the research base in ageing, linked to the public policy framework, is vital to realize the potential to enhance the cultural, economic, political and social development of older people on the island of Ireland. 

CARDI’s role is to help bring forward research that is accessible and relevant to the current and future needs of older people. This will support policy makers to design and develop services that maximize the potential of an ageing population. Targeted research can contribute to the skills resource within the island thereby contributing to the knowledge economy and increasing the economic capability of the island.

CARDI’s Small Grant Programme

Recognising the importance of stimulating research in priority areas, CARDI has a small grant programme. These grants aim to promote north- south research partnerships that create inter-disciplinary research and develop networks of academics with the public, private and voluntary sectors to examine issues arising out of an ageing society. 

Some examples of the research projects that we are currently funding cover a wide spectrum of research, reflecting the huge range of topics covered by ageing research. These include:

· Experts in psychology, physiotherapy, neuroscience, medicine and electrical engineering in Queen’s, Trinity College Dublin and University College Dublin will pool their expertise to examine how physical exercise can promote brain function and help people recover from neurological illness.

· The Irish Centre for Social Gerontology at the National University of Ireland Galway, with Queen’s University Belfast, Rural Community Network and FORUM and the Geography Department at the National University of Ireland Galway will establish a cross-border research network to explore healthy ageing in rural communities. The network will draw on interdisciplinary expertise in the areas of gerontology, economics, spatial planning, rural geography, social care, and public health.

· The Dementia Service Information and Development Centre, Trinity College Dublin, Queen’s, the University of Ulster and Quality Initiatives consultancy will examine the different standards of care that exist for older people in long-stay care and work with older people to  draw up specific standards to meet the unique and complex end of life care needs of people with dementia.

· University College Dublin, the University of Ulster and voluntary organisation Age Action Ireland will jointly investigate the transport needs of vulnerable older people, especially in rural areas and will make recommendations for improvements North and South of the border building on best practice internationally. 

· Trinity College Dublin, Queen’s and PLACE, the Architecture and Built Environment Centre for Northern Ireland, and the National Disability Authority plan to build a larger partnership that will study how the urban environment, not just housing, can be accessed and used to the greatest possible extent by people of all ages.

· The University of Ulster and Trinity School of Nursing will form a reference group of older people with intellectual disability and their carers and bring together professionals and policy makers. It hopes to develop an all-Ireland module on intellectual disability that will be part of a long-term study of older people.

Conclusion

It is a success that we are living longer and the challenge lies in promoting healthy ageing – ensuring that longer lives are spent active and independent.  
CARDI aims to improve the lives of older people by supporting the development of the ageing research community to bring forward an evidence base for the development of public policy and services. The current recession brings to the fore many concerns such as pensions, public services and transport but it also provides an opportunity for the research community to play its role in helping to make the best of existing resources as we plan for our ageing society. 

The Joint Committee on Health and Children has an important position in relation to the National Positive Ageing Strategy by ensuring that the evidence base is central to allow for polices and services to be designed that meet the needs of older people.  
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