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Congress welcomes this opportunity to feed into the development of a National Positive Ageing Strategy and welcomes the general approach put forward by the Department of Health and Children.  It is the view of Congress that dealing with the current pension’s crisis is one of the most important policy areas that needs to be dealt with in order to enable people to approach their latter years without the threat of poverty and exclusion.  It is also important that we reject ageism in all its forms and develop a society where older people can contribute to society without fear of discrimination based on age.  
Adequate Income

Congress is aware of work being done by the Ageing Well Network on the issue of incomes for older people and agrees that that one of the key determinants to making Ireland one of the best countries to grow old in is that:

Older people will:

Enjoy a good standard of living and economic security, free from the fear of poverty and;

· Have access to sufficient income to protect against poverty.

· Have adequate and secure income from sustainable and flexible private and public pensions

· Be valued as employees for their experience and expertise; have access to a wide range of employment opportunities; and have options for gradual or delayed retirement after 60

Pensions
Congress over the years repeatedly said that we needed to act on the looming pensions’ crisis. Nothing was done and now we are in the midst of a full-blown pensions’ crisis.  The National Pensions’ Reserve – a relative success story – is now being handed over to the banks – the biggest corporate welfare cheque in Irish history.
Congress identified the provision of sustainable adequate pensions as a priority during the Towards 2016 negotiations, in 2006. The response of Government was to commit to the publication of a Green Paper. While the resultant paper – published in October 2007 – was quite comprehensive, it failed to point a clear direction forward, in terms of new measures or initiatives.
The Green Paper consultation process saw many of the same arguments being repeated and the ultimate effect was to postpone vital decision making on national pensions policy. The climate for pension provision is not getting easier as the delays continue.
Congress believes it is long past time to make brave political decisions if our pension system is to be protected and improved.

Pensions: Public or Private?

The Green Paper suggests that “There is a fundamental choice to be considered in addressing the question of pension adequacy between, on the one hand, concentrating largely on enhanced Social Welfare payments and, on the other, focusing mainly on measures to encourage greater personal savings through supplementary pensions.”
In response, Congress said that enhancing public provision must always take priority for reasons of equity, certainty and sustainability. Enhanced public provision favours older workers and current pensioners who would fare poorly in any private sector solution. Collective risk-sharing is the optimum delivery model according to economic analysis and this is best achieved under a state run Defined Benefit approach.
Mandatory Pensions

Congress believes that a mandatory system of pension contributions, with equal contribution from the employer backed up by an SSIA contribution from the State, could achieve virtually full pensions’ coverage.

Defined Contribution Schemes

It is generally recognised that insufficient contributions are being made to Defined Contribution schemes, which have also been damaged by poor investment performance. The reputation of Additional Voluntary Contribution (AVC) schemes has also suffered. This has focused attention on the charges - open and hidden – levied on these products. An SSIA style ‘top up’ rather than tax relief might help to increase contribution levels. However there is need for more transparency regarding charges and this will require legislation, or at least further regulation of the providers.

Approved Retirement Funds (ARFs)

Some years ago the Government decided that Revenue rule should be changed to allow wealthy people to avoid buying a pension with the bulk of their pension fund on retirement. As a result, the State now forgoes billions of potential tax take in order that high net worth individuals can have substantial tax free savings, rather than a pension. If Government wishes to allow wealthy people to salt away large sums of tax free savings and investments then they should say so and drop the pretence that this is in any way related to the need to provide pensions for our older citizens.

A State Annuity

Congress has been calling for the State to provide annuities as a fair, cost free [to the State] and equitable element to pension provision. Such a development would also ensure that if a scheme was to be wound up, more of the existing resources could be allocated to active members.

Minimum Funding Standard (MFS)

The crisis facing defined benefit provision has highlighted the lack of security of pension entitlement. Workers were told that their pensions were guaranteed and involved no risk to them. We know now that members of a funded scheme can have no certainty about whether they will receive any pension. If the scheme is wound up while insolvent the active and deferred members of the scheme can lose all their accumulated entitlement. The Minimum Funding Standard is designed to give some security to scheme members. Some pension practitioners have argued that, as presently calculated, the MFS is too rigorous and encourages employers to abandon Defined Benefit provision. Others argue that the present standard is too weak and ascribes a valuation to employees’ benefits well below a true economic cost of their entitlement. The problem is not the MFS, which only highlights the lack of investment performance and increased longevity. If there was no MFS requirement the schemes which currently have problems would still have those problems. Therefore, on balance the MSF should be retained as it can give members and employers a signal that remedial action is required.

Pension Protection Fund

The need for a fund to compensate members of pension schemes that become insolvent has been discussed repeatedly and the pros and cons are well known. It is accepted that Ireland has the weakest benefit security in the EU, as witnessed most recently in SR Technics and Waterford Crystal. The European Court of Justice Robins’ case - C 278/05 – which forced the UK Government to set up just such a fund, suggests we may be in breach of EU law.

Pensioner’s Income Adequacy

Congress believes that the only way to ensure that most current pensioners can have an adequate income in retirement is through an increase in the State pension bringing it up to 50 percent of average industrial earnings or approximately €317 at current wage levels.

Retirement Age

Given increased longevity and improved health amongst older people, there is a strong case for flexibility regarding retirement age. Workers should be allowed but not compelled to work after age 65.  This would also enable businesses to retain the talent that is lost through this process.  One of the best methods for retaining older staff members is for businesses to introduce more flexible work patterns, in particular allowing those who are at the end of their career to work part time.
Government cannot stand by and allow people to retire with nothing, having worked and contributed to a fund for perhaps 40 years.  All of the above suggestions we believe could contribute to an equitable solution to the pension’s crisis and older people’s incomes.  We regret government reluctance to tackle the problem – particularly at a time when we are propping up the banks. 
In summary therefore, recognising that the global financial crisis has inflicted enormous damage on occupational pension schemes to the point where the sustainability of funded models is now seriously in question, Congress reasserts its demand for a state run pension’s model.
Tackling Ageism
Tackling ageism in the workplace or in accessing goods and services is about changing attitudes to our older people.  'Ageism' is a term which describes various forms of prejudice towards older people.  It has been defined as 'a process of systematic stereotyping, prejudicial attitudes and direct or indirect discrimination against people because they are old'.  It refers to deeply-rooted negative beliefs about older people and the ageing process, beliefs which may give rise to age discrimination. Such beliefs are socially created and reinforced, and oftentimes embedded in functions, institutions, rules and everyday social life. 

Any National Positive Ageing strategy must promote working together to eliminate these attitudes.  Since 2004the 'Say No to Ageism' Week has brought to our attention some of the ways in which ageism manifests itself in Irish society: 
· the ways in which negative attitudes towards ageing and older people can reduce older people's sense of self-worth; 

· how ageism can limit older people's capacity to participate in society as full and equal citizens; and 

· how it can be responsible for restricting the types and quality of services available to them. 
Congress also notes that discrimination and harassment are prohibited in employment, vocational training, access to employment and conditions of employment. This equality focus emphasises the well-being of older people and how the job market might serve their needs, rather than the other way around.  There have also seen some very high-profile cases resolved in favour of older people who felt that they were being discriminated against because of age-related restrictions in accessing goods and services. 

In the current recession, ageism is once again prevalent as older workers are pressurised to retire and face a future without the expected level of resources for retired workers and their families. The Government's commitment to tackling ageism is clear in Towards 2016, and the Equality Authority has been greatly challenged by the absence of resources to assist them in sending out the clear anti-ageist message and in supporting older people to bring cases to the Equality Tribunal when discriminated against.  While recognising the need to be extremely efficient and provide value for money in the current climate, Congress greatly regrets the damage done to our equality infrastructure by this Government and urges a recommitment to the promotion of equality and the combating of discrimination as part of any national recovery plan.

Healthcare
Any positive ageing strategy should aim to extend healthy life expectancy and quality of life for all people as they age. “Health” should refer to physical, mental and social well being as expressed in the WHO definition of health. Maintaining autonomy and independence older people should be a key goal in the policy framework for positive ageing. 

Congress commissioned a report on Health Strategy How Ireland Cares: the Case for Health Care Reform, published by our Executive Council and opposed the continuing privatisation of health care in Ireland by government with its array of subsidies and the attempts to undermine Community Rating and Risk Equalisation. Our tax Euros continue to be wasted in building a two tier health system. During the lifecycle of the Celtic Tiger, many at the top of the income distribution ladder developed a vested interest in the continuation of income inequality. One of the most effective ways of addressing inequality is the provision of basic services – such as health care – by the state. However, a widely dispersed distribution of income, combined with inadequate provision of public services, encourages the more well-to-do to provide for themselves privately. This deepens inequality of access as well as undermining the existence of a political constituency for change.
With regard to anti-ageism initiatives in the health sector, Congress welcome structures that have been put in place by the HSE to ensure the safety and well-being of older people: these include:

· The establishment of the Office for Older People within the Department of Health and Children; 

· The establishment of the Health Information and Quality Authority (HIQA) with the remit of setting standards in health and social services;

· The putting in place of the HSE's framework to tackle elder abuse;

· The establishment of the National Centre for the Protection of Older People. 
It is essential that such initiatives are not abandoned in the current crisis.

Transport

Transport is of vital importance to older people in accessing services of all kinds and ensuring that they do not become socially isolated.  Congress welcomes the progress under the Department of Transports sectoral plan under the National Disability Strategy – which has opened up many opportunities for people who have limited mobility.  Congress urges the Government not to implement the recommendation of the Report of the Special Group on Public Service Numbers and Expenditure Programmes to cease funding of the Rural Transport Programme which will have a devastating effect on older people dependant on public transport in rural areas.  
Conclusion

In conclusion, we welcome the words of the Minister for Older People and Health Promotion, Ms Brady TD, speaking at the launch of the Say No to Ageism Week this year:
“The central thrust of current public policy is the creation of a society for all ages - a society in which no individual feels marginalised or excluded from the mainstream of life by virtue of his/her age, gender, marital status, family status, disability, race, sexual orientation, religious belief or membership of the Travelling Community.

Such a society, by its very nature, will be an 'age-friendly society' - one in which older people live healthy, active, fulfilling and independent lives. An 'age-friendly' society will be one in which older people will no longer be marginalised by ageist attitudes - expressed in the media and elsewhere - attitudes that limit their expectations or their capacity to live their lives as full and equal citizens. That will be my objective as Minister of State for Older People. “
The development and implementation of a National Positive Ageing Strategy has the potential to make a vital contribution to the work of achieving equality for older people in Ireland, both now and in the future.  We hope that government will take into account the views expressed in this submission.
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