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Update from the Older People’s Commission for Wales

Bulletin number 2: October 2009

Message from the Commissioner
I will shortly be publishing my Annual Review ‘Putting Older People at Our Heart’.  Over the last few months, the Commission has been working on a variety of issues affecting older people all across Wales.  I receive correspondence daily from older people telling me of the challenges they are facing in Wales today and my Review summarises the key concerns that I have, as well as the actions I have taken.  This bulletin aims to provide more detailed background on the work we are currently carrying out including a joint mailing with the Pension Service and our involvement in the debate around public transport in Wales.
The Commission has issued a statement about the potential for reviewing the current legislation relating to elder abuse.  This is in line with our function to review the adequacy and effectiveness of law affecting the interests of older people in Wales.
There will be several events on 1 October 2009 to mark the presentation of our Annual Review on the UN International Day of Older Persons.  These events, including a launch event with First Minister Rhodri Morgan at a community centre in Riverside, Cardiff and an event at the Wales Millennium Centre bringing together many stakeholders, politicians and decision makers are an opportunity to reflect on the priorities of older people in Wales.  
I would also like to acknowledge the work of organisations that have worked hard to improve the lives of older people.  We will continue to work with these organisations and older people to develop our priorities for the future.
Ruth Marks
Older People’s Commissioner for Wales
What Older People are saying to us
We welcome contact from older people and use the information we are told to inform our work plan.  Every enquiry or piece of information addressed to the Commission helps develop our ongoing priorities.

Any enquiry that we receive is considered in the light of our role and functions.  Often we are able to respond to the enquiry by signposting to other relevant bodies for example Age Concern and Help the Aged in Wales or the local council.

We have also developed an informal resolution process that many older people have told us is very helpful.

Older people have been telling the Older People’s Commission for Wales their priorities are:

Transport
Older people have contacted the Commission with various issues relating to public transport.  The most frequent concerns we receive are related to accessibility of buses and the fact that many buses still do not have platforms that can be raised or lowered, making it difficult to get on and off the bus.

The Commission has received letters raising the issue of bus stops in rural areas. Primarily, this is a safety concern, highlighting the danger of placing bus stops on narrow stretches of pavement close to the road.

We have also received enquiries about rail transport and the need for the rail networks to provide more seating on platforms, especially in rural areas.

Older people have written to us voicing their concerns about bus drivers who do not consider older passengers, for example by driving off before older people can find their seat.

Discrimination
Discrimination continues to be an issue frequently brought to the Commission’s attention. We have recently received enquiries from older people who are concerned about the default retirement age. Older people worry that if they are forced to retire, they will encounter difficulties finding new employment. 

Discrimination has also been raised as an issue in relation to internet use. Older people have asked why discounts for goods and services are often found online when many older people do not have access to, or are not familiar with the internet. This also relates to the inaccessibility and age restrictive nature of internet only competitions. 

Community Issues
Some of the enquiries concern the unwillingness of local authorities and agencies to act swiftly on anti-social behaviour and excessive noise issues.

There have been enquiries regarding the need for local councils to respond to the needs of older people; especially when it comes to safety adaptations to the built environment.

Housing Adaptations
Older people have contacted the Commission with issues relating to housing adaptations. One of the principle concerns is the time it takes for adaptations to be put in place. 

Issues have also been raised about the quality of the work and communication between older people and agencies carrying out the adaptations. 

Continuing Health Care
Older people have contacted us with comments and questions on the issue of continuing health care.  Concerns have been raised about assessments for continuing health care; long waiting times for care; the criteria that need to be met and the unclear complaints process. 
Recent activities
Over recent months, one of the key aims of the Commissioner and her staff when attending events has been to promote the importance of older people claiming the financial benefits they are entitled to.  This has involved meeting a wide variety of older people at national and local events such as those listed below. 
Joint event with Pension Service in Porthmadog
The Commissioner joined with the Pension Service on 17th July to hold an event in Porthmadog promoting the importance of claiming financial entitlements.  The event brought together local agencies such as Care & Repair Cymru, Age Concern and Help the Aged in Wales as well as other local services to help older people including the Fire Service and Gwynedd County Council.

Billed as an information day, Ruth Marks spoke about the importance of gaining information and access to services when they are needed and praised the work of all the organisations present for their efforts.
The event also acted as a platform for the Commissioner to promote the pilot joint mailing with the Pension Service in Gwynedd throughout August.  The mailing project contacted everyone of pensionable age in Gwynedd to provide information on the Commission, the Pension Service and other organisations working for older people.  It also promoted the importance of benefit entitlement take up, with the contact details for the Pension Service provided for older people to gain advice and guidance on financial matters.

The event was a great success with Ruth conducting a Question & Answer session lasting over an hour and a half, covering topics from public transport, NHS and healthcare to the rise in fuel prices and fuel poverty.
Royal Welsh Show and National Eisteddfod for Wales

The Commissioner and members of her team joined with the Pension Service to attend their stands at the Royal Welsh Show in Builth Wells in July and National Eisteddfod for Wales in Bala in August.  
These visits were part of the ongoing campaign to raise awareness of the importance of claiming financial entitlements.  This provided the opportunity for the Commissioner and members of her team to meet older people and develop links with other national organisations.  Ruth Marks also took this opportunity to meet with the Farmer’s Union of Wales and hold focus groups with their members about the challenges facing farmers and their families in Wales.
National Dementia Action Plan for Wales

The Commissioner recently responded to the Assembly Government’s ‘National Dementia Action Plan for Wales’. As well as reminding the Government of the core principles set out in the U.N. Principles for Older Persons and the European Convention on Human Rights, she made the following points:

· The Action Plan for Wales should take a holistic approach to the needs of both the individual and any supporting family. 
· 2013 is too late for introducing mandatory training in dementia awareness, dementia care, human rights and adult protection for those providing care for people in their own homes. 

· There needs to be a more joined-up relationship between health and social services.

· Older people with dementia, particularly those without family support,  need better advocacy services

· Access to health care should be non-discriminatory. The Action Plan should take account of the inequalities between adult and older people’s mental health services and inequalities between adults and older people with mental health problems in their use of health and social care services.

The Commissioner concluded the response by saying that she would welcome a commitment from the Minister that the new health authorities will prioritise mental health issues.

The full response is available on our website, and in paper form on request.

Proposed Social Care Charges Measure

The Commission has responded to the Assembly’s consultation on its proposed Social Care Charges Measure.  This important piece of legislation is intended to achieve consistency and fairness in charges for home care services across Wales’ local authority areas. 

Where a charge is imposed it must be reasonable and the Health Minister has said that the initial maximum charge will be £50. Older people have said to us that they believe the current variation in charges is unacceptable and unfair.  The Commissioner broadly welcomed the proposed changes, but urged caution:
“The Commissioner would not like to see a situation where the maximum charge becomes a fixed flat fee. A charge should not be considered reasonable just because it is not more than £50... The reasonableness of any charge between £0 and £50 must be justified so as to prevent unreasonable over-charging in the future, even of relatively small sums of money. Small sums of money mean a lot to older people.”

The Commission’s full response can be found on our website:

http://www.olderpeoplewales.com/index.php?id=21&L=0 
and hard copies can be requested via the office.
Recruitment campaign for Head of Finance, Corporate Governance and HR 

The Commission undertook a recruitment campaign to fill this key role during the summer.  The Commissioner hopes the new post holder will take up post in the Autumn.
Care & Repair Cymru Conference

We held a stand at the Annual Care & Repair Cymru Conference, this year entitled “Housing – An Age Old Issue?”.  Several members of the Commission staff attended the event and took the opportunity to speak to the delegates.  They included the Care & Repair Cymru staff who we have worked with this year to write to thousands of their clients to promote the HomeHeat Helpline and provide information on how older people may be able to reduce their fuel bills. 
For information on how you can reduce your fuel bills, please contact the HomeHeat Helpline on 0800 33 66 99 or see the website http://www.homeheathelpline.org.uk/.

For more information on the Commissioner’s recent activities please visit our website:
http://www.olderpeoplewales.com/index.php?id=57 
Spotlight on...
In this section we will highlight an aspect of the Commission’s work or views on a particular issue affecting older people.  In this edition the issue is transport.
TRANSPORT

Bus travel
The issue of transport is frequently raised with the Commission.  Older people say how much they value free bus passes.  It is troubling when bus services are cancelled with little notice and there is no suitable alternative route.  What is the point, ask many people, in having a bus pass if there are no bus services to use?

Other people ask why concessionary passes cannot be used on trains, particularly where those services are more frequent than bus services.  The Welsh Assembly has run some pilot schemes but there are no plans to extend a concessionary fare scheme for train travel to all of Wales.

Recent media reports covered recommendations made by the ministerial advisory group on transport.  The Commissioner is assured that there are no plans to scrap the concessionary fare scheme.  The Commission commented publically on the value of free bus passes.  
The experiences of those who use bus services all too often seem to be difficult ones.  Sometimes drivers will drive off before people are properly seated.  This is particularly inconsiderate to those with mobility or sight problems.  It appears some drivers do not make sure that those who need priority seating actually get it.  Low floor buses are a marvellous invention, but they are not effective if they cannot get close enough to a pavement to be used because cars are parked at bus stops.  The group Bus Users UK holds regular surgeries, listening to the views of passengers and gives vital feedback to both local and national government.  We look forward to developing our links with this and other groups.
Disabled parking

Disabled parking spaces are often misused.  The National Partnership Forum for Older People is currently conducting a scoping exercise into transport.  One issue it will address is whether more powers are needed to enforce the correct use of reserved bays.  Perhaps there is something to be learned from Scotland, which has recently introduced the Disabled Persons’ Parking Places (Scotland) Act 2009.  This requires local authorities to promote the proper use of disabled persons’ parking places.  Fixed penalty notices can be imposed on people who are not authorised to park in spaces reserved for disabled persons’ vehicles.  The new law applies not only to public streets but to private land, such as supermarket car parks, where landowners have agreed to it.

National Transport Plan

The Welsh Assembly Government sought feedback on the National Transport Plan for Wales.  The Commission submitted a response - which can be found on our website - which raises many of the concerns of older people.  Amongst other recommendations, we have suggested that the government’s decision to remove high steps between trains and some platforms is extended to every station in Wales.  The Commission has recommended that there be practical, on-the-day support for older people who have difficulty in placing and removing luggage from luggage racks when travelling by train.  This is different from assistance to board, which needs to be booked in advance.  We have also asked that bus companies be more consistent in the use of low floor buses, targeting the routes most regularly used by older people.

In our response we recognise the crucial role of community transport services such as ‘Bwcabus’(Carmarthenshire), ‘Night Rider’ (Denbighshire), ‘Barbara Bus’ (Gwynedd) and many others.  These services prevent social isolation in areas where public transport is insufficient.  They are a lifeline.
The Commission has asked for a guarantee that older people will be included in the membership of the Public Transport Users Committee as it will be key to the formulation of transport policies.  We have also requested a guarantee that local older people’s forums will be listened to.  We have shared with the government the U.N. Principles for Older Persons that are most relevant when considering the issue of transport.  It is very important to the Commission that people have access to the best transport services possible.  Transport is a topic that will receive our ongoing attention.
Future work includes
NHS re-organisation

Over the coming months the Commission has a number of fixed engagements at local and national events across Wales.  In addition we will be in contact with the new local Health Boards and NHS Trusts to discuss how the new NHS will meet the needs of older people.  The Commission will be highlighting the opportunities offered by NHS reorganisation and the need for dignity to be on agendas of Trust Chief Executives and Directors of Nursing.

Elder Abuse and the law

Building on our recently published policy position paper on the law in relation to elder abuse, the Commission will be looking at lessons we could learn from the relevant Scottish legislation.  The law is part of a wider picture and not a solution to elder abuse in itself, however it needs to be clear, accessible and in line with the need to promote equality and human rights.  
Further development 

Further development of our workplans and our priorities especially in relation to the use of our powers.

Evaluation of the Commission’s impact

From the outset, the Commission has been determined to be a learning organisation.  An important part of this ethos is capturing the lessons of our set up phase, and evaluating the effectiveness of our work as we develop and start to use our statutory powers.  Following an open tender process, we have appointed an organisation to work with us over the next few years to help us understand our impact and how we can work most effectively to promote older people’s interests.

Your comments 
Feedback welcome at news@olderpeoplewales.com 

Distribution

If you have received this bulletin directly, please feel free to pass it on to anyone you feel may be interested.  If you do not wish to receive future issues, please let us know at the address below.

If you have received this via a third party and would like to be on the Commission’s distribution list, please email us:  news@olderpeoplewales.com 
Copies of the e-Bulletin are available on request, please contact our offices at:

Older People’s Commission for Wales

Cambrian Buildings,

Mount Stuart Square, 

Cardiff 
CF10 5FL

Telephone:    
08442 64 06 70

Fax:                   08442 64 06 80

It is also available by download on our website:

www.olderpeoplewales.com
Accessible formats

If you would like a copy of this bulletin in Braille, large print or audio, please email us at news@olderpeoplewales.com or telephone 08442 640670.
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