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Edited transcript of Opening Session

FRANK COOPER (NPC PRESIDENT)

2009 has been a sad Jack Thain, Jack Sprung, Stan Skinkis and Joe Harris.
the other Jack passed away. I don't know if you were aware, Jack Thain was the longest serving secretary of this organisation, was cremated on Friday of last week.So we have lost Jack Jones, together with back and done nothing. But he didn't. He saw a problem and he has been responsible for creating this great movement of ours. If you happen to be a believer then he was the good Samaritan and we have lost a very great friend. Similarly at the end of the month, year for the pensioner movement. In 1979 Jack Jones retired from the Transport and General Workers’ Union, with a quite substantial, by present day standards, Trade Union pension. Together with his state pension, which was not substantial, he could have easily sat 
Colleagues, they, and many of your colleagues in the movement have served us well - remain seated, if you are more comfortable. I propose to stand for just a few moments in respect of those fallen people. 

Thank you very much. 
(Applause). 

I am sure the speakers on our panel are going to claim the responsibility for the weather.  I am of the opinion that I arranged the weather, but I will find out from the Mayor and the senior citizens of Blackpool.

Please welcome his worship the Mayor of Blackpool (Applause). 

Cllr NORMAN HARDY (MAYOR OF BLACKPOOL) 

with your Convention. So may I welcome you and declare your convention open, thank you very much (Applause).
it. I hope the delegate from the Blackpool branch is here, yes hello Mr Webb. 
I have a microphone in my hand!  And I am a politician so how long have we got?  
What I REALLY want to do is to allow you to get on Good afternoon. I can't say “colleagues” because my wife and I are also pensioners.  We may welcome you to the hard hat town of north, with all the works going on, but, rest assured, in a few years’ time it will be REALLY worth 
FRANK COOPER

Mr Mayor, thank you for the welcome. Can I wrapped it in the copy of the Message, with our best wishes, sir (Applause).
usually make a practice of making a presentation; in making this presentation to you and your good lady Mayor, I wish you a good and successful year of office. I hope you enjoy it. On our behalf, I did the old fish and chip impression and I say this, sir: we, the pensioners like Blackpool, and we are not certain whether we will be able to be here next year; we are still in the negotiating stage but I am sure your good offices will see that this crowd is here again. 
We 
Colleagues, this afternoon’s session, is in fact, a question time panel. I am going to introduce you to the chair. He is a very good friend of ours and he is a researcher of the pension movement and he has fully earned the title of our Patron. Can I introduce a very good and sincere friend, Professor Alan Walker. (Applause) 

PROFESSOR WALKER
Thank you very much indeed. I just want to add my warm welcome to everyone to this unique Blackpool question time session. I am delighted to say that we have representatives from the three main political parties with us, and I want to extend warm thanks on behalf of the NPC to them for making the trip to Blackpool and for sitting on this panel. 
(Applause). 
Now, before I being asked. 
far too many to ask. So, the NPC office picked the most important and the most topical and some of those were composited. 
So, I am asking for your understanding about the approach we have taken to ensuring that the questions you want asked, are indeed, introduce them I just want to take you through what is the agreed procedure for this afternoon’s session, colleagues. 
And, first of all, we sought the most inclusive approach to this event, so we invited questions in advance, throughout the movement, and we had many, 
The questioners themselves are with me and the panel here on the stage, and they will ask the questions themselves. 

Some others are also here and those are the people, some of the people, that also submitted questions that were not selected, and perhaps there will be an opportunity to invite them to take part as well. 

 
But I am afraid to say there will be no opportunities for questions from the floor. Nor there will be points of order; but you, as delegates of the Parliament, are represented by your peers here on the stage. And this is the first time we have arranged it in this way and I ask your indulgence to help us to make it work successfully. 

To ensure debates among our colleagues rather than point scoring, they know the broad areas of questions in to ensure it goes as smoothly as possible. 
Thank you very much indeed. 
advance, but not the specific words of the questions. Finally, a personal plea from me, to my fellow panellists and to the audience, my name is not Dimbleby and this is not what I do for a living. I need your help and assistance 
Let me introduce our distinguished panel and on my right is Rosie Winterton, appointed Minister of state for pensions and the ageing society at the Department for Work and Pensions in October 2008, and she is to John Prescott. You are very welcome. 
Doncaster central in 1997 and before entering Parliament Rosie was John Prescott’s Head of office and Managing Director of Connexion public affairs and has worked as a Parliamentary officer. She has a degree in history and started her career as a constituency personal assistant also Minister for Yorkshire and the Humber, a position she has held since January 2008 and she was previously a Minister at the department of transport, and at the Department of Health. Rosie has also served as Parliamentary Secretary at the Lord Chancellor's department and first elected at MP for 
Next on my far left, Nigel Waterson.  He was first elected for Parliament in Eastbourne etc in 1992 and he lives with his wife Barbara and two teenage children Louise and Stephen. Nigel has been Shadow Pwelcome. 
ension Minister since 2003 and was recently appointed Shadow Minister for older people. He has been re-elected as Chairman for the all-party group for older people, a post he has held for many years. Nigel is Vice-President of Age Concern Eastbourne. 
You are very 
Our third panellist on my far right is Paul Rowen who entered Parliament in 2005; previously at Nottingham University he read chemistry and geology and taught for three years in Nottingham before returning to the north-west. He became involved with the Liberals administration committee. You are very welcome Paul. 
and then between 2004 and 2005. Paul Rowen is a member of the Lib Dem work and pensions team and he his responsible for disability issues, work and welfare reform. Paul is also a Lib Dem whip and is a member of the influential public as a young liberal in 1972 and he helped to get sir Cyril Smith elected to Parliament. He was first elected to Rochdale in ‘82 and became Leader of the Lib Dem group in ‘90 and was council leader between ‘92 and ‘96 
Last but not least someone who needs no introduction to this audience, but in terms of fairness he will get an introduction and that is Joe Harris. (Applause) 
Of course, you know as well I do that he are very welcome. (Applause)  
call, "People's history of the welfare state" called paupers’ progress. Again you know better than I that he is the key figure that has helped to develop this Parliament from a three day rally into a serious working event that culminated in the pensioners’ charter. Joe you dedication to regional development is really important; the development of working parties as part of what we do at the Parliament. NPC has been equally important. He is a scholar and a very quiet scholar and the author of a superb book on the history of the welfare state which I was General Secretary for the NPC for eight years. He is an engineer by profession working for Smith's industry, and then self-employed, and he was in charge of the research committee of the NPC. He did many things as General Secretary and I can pick out a dozen but I think his 
To get things under way, I am going to invite John Bradbury, PCS retired members, from Mansfield, John. 

JOHN BRADBURY

Q.  In view of the recent revelations surrounding MPs’ expenses, why should members vote for your party at the next general election? 

 
PROF WALKER

John Bradbury asked in view of the recent revelations surrounding MPs expenses, why should older people vote for your party at the next general election? 

 
ROSIE WINTERTON
First of all, I hope that during the course of this afternoon I will be able to indicate to you about what people feel has been an undermining of trust in members of Parliament from all parties because of what has happened. And we do need reform.  
election that we actually talk with older people about what it is that older people want to see as well and not just think that what we can do is force ideas on to people; we need to do that in partnership. But the issue here is really where I think we have been able to help older people during the course of the government, over the last twelve years, and what I think will be plans for the future.  I should say, however, that I think it is important when we are putting together our Manifestos for the next 
We need to reform the way members’ allowances work at the moment, but I would say two things: first of all, to make.
to the days when it was rich men who became Members of Parliament and nobody else could afford to get a look in. I want to see more women in Parliament, younger women in Parliament and actually I want to see older people in Parliament too, feeling they have a contribution of the older constituents are not on the Internet and do not necessarily want to make expensive phone calls but want to have easy access and, to me, I think we need to bear that in mind when we are talking about the reform of systems. 
I do not want to see a return I would say that I do not want to see a return to the days when MPs simply lived in London and made occasional visits to their constituencies and did not have constituency officers that were there to provide support and advice to their constituents. I know many 
Finally, let me say one thing because we are talking here about elections that will be taking place this Thursday as well. What I would make is a very strong plea for this: I hope that what we won't see is us being punished by people voting for fringe parties like the BNP. 

You know Dot and Joe and I were at the funeral the other week of Jack Jones, a very, very dear friend of mine; a personal friend and somebody who, when I was Chair at my constituency party, always used to come along vote for organisations like the BNP because they are anti Trade Union and they are fascist organisations".
to meetings even though he has been, in a sense, one of the most important in the land; he always came along to meetings and made his point. I know what he would be saying today. He would be saying, "look, even though some of your trust has been undermined, don't 
You people in this room have the wisdom and experience to pass that on to others, and I would ask you to use that wisdom and experience to tell others exactly what those fringe parties really stand for. Thank you. (Applause). 

NIGEL WATERSON  
Yes thank you Alan. Could I just add a word about Jack Jones myself, because I don't suppose Jack and I agreed on much at all politically but for all his life he fought for what he believed in, so you were right to pay tribute to him at the beginning.

On the question, first of all, I have been out campaigning as I am sure most of the panel have over the last few weeks and people are very angry about the revelations on their door steps. system. Having said that, all these revelations, as Rosie said, reflect on all parties in our current system.  
I think they have every right to be angry. I have been appalled by the revelations and I think some should be prosecuted...(Applause). Those who are guilty of other serious matters should be deselected or thrown out by the electorate (Applause) and we need a total reform of the 
The second point I make is the huge majority of Members of Parliament who didn't go into politics to enrich themselves but they came in because they are working hard and doing their best for their constituents and that applies to all parties. 

The third thing, and I think this is an issue on which I agree with Rosie, it would be ludicrous for people to throw their votes away on fringe parties and BNP and UKIP that had huge problems in Europe with one of their colleagues going to prison. That is an eccentric point if people are annoyed about expenses.

What we actually need is a general election, not a European one etc but a general one. For two reasons: to start cleaning up Parliament and to getting this country back on its feet. Thank you very much. (Applause).

PAUL ROWEN

Can I first of all welcome you to Blackpool. I spent many happy years here as a child and I know it's a great place to come and I am sure you will have a good you to perform parliamentary duties, and I think dug moats etc do not come into that any way shape or form.
years, the way they abused the system - and I do agree with Nigel - if fraud has been committed, then they should be prosecuted. I do not accept the idea it's between the rules. There is a piece of paper you sign when you claim your allowances that enables Conference. I am very much a new boy and was elected in 2005 and I have to say that one thing that struck me, when all this came out, was I was shocked that some of my senior colleagues, MPs, who have been there for many 
My Party for two years talked about expenses and what is happening now is a lot of the distrust that people have on MPs would have been avoided had those allowances been published when they were requested. I am glad we have seen a reform of the system and it should have happened sooner. 

I do not believe the vast majority of our MPs from our parties are bent or crooked, and you can ask your own MP. My allowances have been published and people bits we can claim, whether it's our second home in London or whatever, should be separate from what is there to provide services for you. 
can walk into my office and see them if they want; there is no problem with that. But if you look at what MPs do, they do work hard and most of the money does not go into our pockets but provide services for our constituents and the 

Having said that, I think we have been transparent and open and, like Rosie, I would like to see a point where only those people that can afford to represent you in Parliament would be those that have loads of money. Perhaps we are getting a rid of a few of them now and may be it's not a bad thing. 


JOE HARRIS
have is a system which can reflect the views of everybody.
scandal of throwing aside what, after all, is the basis of British Parliamentary democracy. It's taken a long time to build it to what it was; through all the rest of it, and through all the difficulties we have had and all the elections and strikes and God knows what we The first thing I would like to say is that we, in a movement like this, rely upon pressure on Parliament to take heed of the needs of those that are most vulnerable, namely the pensioners, and we cannot afford to allow us to get in a situation due to this particular 
The first thing I think is important is that we don't get swept to one side by a lot of people who just want to say "oh, nobody can represent us accept me, because I am a celebrity, everyone else is a crook and therefore don't vote for them". As for how we get over the problem, frankly, I think it's something of a problem which we all share in. 

After all, who selects these MPs?  They come out of political parties, which have have got. We have to believe that by pressure we can win things and if we have to take an active part in the actual process itself. 
(Applause). 
much more in the political process and taking it upon ourselves.  I am pleased to say those of us, and at this wide and broad pensioners’ convention throughout the country, they are anxious to take part and anxious to question people including our MPs. That is all we membership and which have meetings to which we go to and we should be in a position to make sure that the people who represent us are people of principle and believe in what they are talking about. That is what I think is the biggest thing that we should be doing; we should be participating 
PROF WALKER

Yes thank you very much Joe and the other panel members. You have heard the responses to your question Mr Bradbury. What do you say in response to those, John? 

 
JOHN BRADBURY 

Yes thank you, Chairman. 
I’m not overly impressed with anything.  I am a member of the Labour Party and, to be honest, I find that even I as a member of the party don't get a lot of choice; the choice that you get line on the ballot paper which says, "None of the above" and then, if none of the above wins, they have to hold a ballot again with different candidates, surely this should bring a bit of thought for the choice of candidates.
is from a national list of candidates. As well as that, I often feel that many people don't vote simply because they don't want any of the candidates that are listed. There ought to be - and I think this a practice in certain areas of the world - an extra 
The final point, can I just remind the panel, of what the BBC poll said this morning, that of 58 per cent of the people polled, believed and I am quoting them, “that over 50 per cent of all MPs are corrupt”.  (Applause) 

PROF WALKER

Yes thank you very much. I want to allow Rosie Winterton to respond on the Labour Party point.

ROSIE WINTERTON

It's to say I was not selected from a national list; I was selected by Doncaster central.  I went back there because it has been brought back up there. I was selected fair and square by local constitutes and that was very important for me. 

JIMMY MILLER

I am Jimmy from the GMB Retired Members’ association. The original question was why should we vote for your Party?  I do not feel that has been answered other than Paul who said why we should vote for him. I do not necessarily we vote for them? (Applause). 
agree with politics but he is the only person, today, who said why we should vote for them? And the reason being they actually applied for this to come out in the open before any other party. But the question by the rest of panellists has not been answered, why should 
ROSIE WINTERTON

In my opening remarks I did say that what I hoped was that because of the questions that we have got and because of the debate that we are coming to, I would be able to illustrate to feel what we have delivered for to try to answer it. 

Joe's point to encourage older people to become involved in political parties because that is how we shape our policies, by consulting our members as well as people from outside so we can get a platform that actually reflects what people want, so that is how I hope older people and what we want to deliver in the future. But I said when it comes to drawing-up the next Manifesto, I thought it was very important that we discussed with older people in all our constituencies the type of changes they would like to see. Following up from 
NIGEL WATERSON

Yes a couple of quick points on the corruption points - there is no point in shouting from the audience we can't hear you. 
You can't hear me?   We'll do our best to speak straight into the that has come about. If their own MP was corrupt we could have got a different answer.
microphone then; we promise. Bear in mind there is a real-time signifier so you should be able to read the commentary as well. Can you hear me?  I am not often accused of not being heard! On the BBC poll I can understand why 
On lists: I think Mr Cameron has showed huge leadership on this on recent weeks and thrown up the candidates’ list for the Conservatives party. I am sure to Gordon Brown that time is up. 
there are Conservatives here to put their name forward. 
Parties will not achieve anything… we need a general election and this Thursday is important for two reasons: it is the European elections in their own right but I think it's important to send a message 
 
(Palantypist being interrupted from a female NPC member. Query regarding text and background colours on multi-screens). 

(Prof Walker conducts a straw poll on the issue of: Do you trust MPs? The unanimous for is NO. He then takes a second straw poll on whether or not delegates trust their own MPs. The vote is still overwhelming).

PROF WALKER 
I want to move to the second question from Maureen Jenner from Carmarthenshire, the older people's member. 

MAUREEN JENNER

Britain's state pension is the lowest in Europe and around 2.5m live below the national poverty line, But the national insurance fund has a surplus of over £47bn pounds. Does the panel think this money should be used to raise the basic state pension and end the use of means testing?  (Applause). 


JOE HARRIS 

Well, of course the answer I have to give is yes but the thing which is unfortunately revealed in this whole question is the fact that generally speaking, the majority of people don't realise that parties must take a grip on is that if it was used. It means it can't be used as a piggy bank from which borrowing can take place for other purposes. 
collected for pensions may be eighty five per cent of it is for pensions and why is it not being used for pensions?  I regret to say that the real answer to that lies in the whole question, and this is something which all forty seven billion is the contribution being made by people one day expect benefit from the pension. In other words, their contributions. So it's not a question of saying, "Well it's £47 billion, why don't we use it?" But is the question the fact that it's been 
It can't be actually used because our legislation, incidentally, which I have some trust in, purposes, by borrowing, and I doubt that borrowing is even revealed in the books.
said you can't use this contribution for anything but what it is intended to be used for. But it also does not expect Gordon Brown or anybody else to put it under their mattress. It's naturally invested in Government stock and that is the way that the Government can use the money for other 
As to why it should be used to raise questions - we all what the situation is. 

What is a pension any way?  The pension was aimed hundred years ago to give people an independence from charity. It was there for older people that could not work and who could not earn a living.

Over the years we have improved the state benefit in taking a to stop people begging for charity, whether they have savings are not. It should be given to everybody. 
richer country.  The question has to be - and the political party has to face this - why is it limited to a means tested amount?  It should not be there. There is not only enough in the kitty to avoid it, but the whole purpose of it was to stop means-testing and role over this question of how people survive in retirement. 
Those at work have contributed to those that are not in work, namely the older people. As time goes on, and as the country has got richer, the benefits and pension to older people has increased because we are a 

PAUL ROWEN 

Yes thank you very much. I would say first of all we should abolish what the current situation is and we think the current pension is inadequate and pension credits which people claim is over credit are made by staff and not by people claiming it. 
complicated. There are 36 per cent of older people living in poverty so I think we should be doing something to attack pension and poverty. I do not think the Government's solution has worked, and I think it's over-complicated and there are far too many mistakes, and 80 per cent of the mistakes made on pension 
We need abolish means-testing and we need a system whereby everybody gets a liveable amount without having to go and beg for it. That is our basic policy and that is what we would do.  We are committed to introducing a citizens’ pension and doing it probably over two parliaments, starting with the older pensions so there is no means-testing and for there to be a level of amount for every pensioner and no need for a complicated pensioner credit.

NIGEL WATERSON 

It's an absolute disgrace that in the fifth richest economy on the planet in the 21st century we have 22.5m pensioners at least, living in poverty.

You are shouting at me and I have been in office for 11 years. 
According to the latest EU figures only those in Cyprus, Spain and Latvia are only likely to fall lower into poverty than Brits. 

The lady reminded us that Gordon Brown promised to scrap means-testing, that so many people are subject to means-testing and 5bn pounds a year goes unclaimed by pensioners in this country. 
This so I am sorry it just ain't there.
fund operates on as a pay as you go basis. Broadly speaking this year's contributions pay for this year's benefits, and there might be an annual surplus of income over expenditure but this is more in the nature of a working balance to cover short-term fluctuations, billions lying around in a cupboard or down the back of a sofa, I can assure you every politician in the land would find ways of spending it. If you don't believe me or anybody else, believe the House of Commons who are wholly independent and they say the seems to be a regular feature at this event.  That is the myth of the national insurance fund surplus. 
I am fond of quoting Mr Bevan who said the joy about the NI fund is that there is no fund. Believe me Ladies and Gentlemen, if there was all these 
ROSIE WINTERTON  

Let us take on, head on, the issue of means-testing, yes?  I am afraid I make no apologies for the fact that I think we have had to, and we have done tax is £15 which comes on top of pension credit.
. On top of that, because of means-testing, the average amount which we are able to pay out in housing benefit is £65 a week at the moment which comes on top of the £130.  The average pay-out for council credit. 
Paul mentioned the figure of £124 per week pension credit which is the minimum that people are expected to live on in terms of income.  When we came to power in 1997 it was with £69, and it's now £130so, we have targeted some of the poorest and most vulnerable pensioners in our society, and the way that we have done that is with means-testing as well, as well as raising the basic state pension and as well as introducing pension 
Now, people say to me, and they come to me and say, "no, you raised the basic state pension to £140 and everybody will be in the same position". Well, I am sorry, you relatives that are not able to put in their national insurance credits and are therefore left in a very vulnerable position. 
know, there are many people who through no fault of their own, people come to me and say, "it's a bunch of ne’er do wells”, and it's not a bunch of ne’er do wells, but it's very often women that are bringing up children or caring for elderly 
When I came to power, when I was elected and came to power in 1997 there were women in my constituency for many system and that I endorse.
ut, what I would say is let us go back to those figures, £130 for pension credit. Housing benefit averaged £65 on top of that and council tax helped by £15 on top of that and that is a redistributive many years who had been choosing between heating and eating because the level of pension credit was so low.  I do not apologise for making sure that we have targeted help at those lowest earners. The lady down there says £165s now, yes, b
We have spent £100bn more on pensioners since 1997, but I believe in redistribution and that is why I believe we do need to target those poorest and most vulnerable people.

PROF WALKER

Before I go back to the question, and I know that Joe Harris wants a further word, Joe a brief one on the national insurance fund.

JOE HARRIS

All I can say is because of the question of a surplus or extra balance was being questioned, insurance fund which swells it up, so sorry.
Government stock, dated Government stock. It does exist, and of course it's not lying around; it's been collected and it’s not being used. In fact, it is in invested in Government stock and that is producing already over a billion pounds a year in interest to the national I wrote to Sir Harry Bourne, the public auditor and he got into trouble because of his expenses, come to think of it, and I got in return to my request six pages of close-written type showing where the surplus is in fact invested. It's invested in 
(Applause) 

I will challenge Nigel now to a hundred pound bet that this balance exists is invested in stock, and could be turned into use – and, as for its use as the pension is adequate the working people should not subscribe more. It's supposed to represent the older population’s debts for those that have done their stint and it is not adequate at the moment. 
again, that isn't the real point, is it?  The real point is whether the pension is adequate?  That is the real point. 
(Applause) 
The occupational scheme says my pension is not adequate and then I am told I should subscribe more, but my question is if a cashflow problem, there is a need for something like £9 billion of it to be used for that purpose and that is in the Act. 
That is the first point. I really wanted to make that clear.  It does exist. 
The most important point, if I may Chair, is this: 

MAUREEN JENNER

The question was certainly answered by the last speaker; it's not been adequate but I think things lie in the fact that when the current Government came to power or made it's Manifesto in 1997 they promised to abolish means-testing and promised to restore the link to pensions, and they have not kept that promise, and there is a definite malice. (Applause). 

ROSIE WINTERTON

First might not like to hear it but I am afraid that is the case, if it happened this year. 
of all, just briefly, we have said we will restore the earnings link. If we had actually done it this year, the increase in basic state pension would have been smaller than it's going to be. 
No, that is true, it's true.  I am sorry.  You 
Secondly, what we said is we would make means-testing simpler and that is why we have done things like last October introduced a single help line I am sorry you do. 
so people can find out about their basic state pension, pension credit and housing benefit and council tax all in one corner with no follow-up forms, and that is what we have tried to do. 
I do not apologise for targeting the poorest people in our society: 
PROF WALKER

Let me get some audience reaction if I may. 

NEW SPEAKER 
I would just like to address the question again to Rosie Winterton. Mr Blair and Mr Brown, to a Labour Party Conference in 1995/6 were adamant they but the problem is, then, there will not be any money left.
would restore the link. In 1997 they would restore that, and onwards from that time, onwards from Mr Brown and Mr Blair, we just had promises. Mr Brown, he gets his little Commission to say to us, we will restore it in 2001, 
I would like to say to Rosie Winterton, could she please be honest about this question. Thank you.

MAVIS HOYLE

I am Mavis and I represent the Harrow forum. I , you pay a similar amount.  So, if the national insurance was graded in the same way, perhaps we can get some of our money back from the bankers. 
would be double the amount in the fund. Can I point out that, at the moment, the cut-off date for national insurance is about an income of about £43,000 a year. So, roughly speaking, if you earn £43,000 or £143,000do not have a question but I have a solution. You are taxed on your income and you have a certain allowance. You have a cut-off number for national insurance.  Now if you paid the same percentage of your income of national insurance as you do income tax, there 
NEW SPEAKER 

For year on year we have had had Government lecture us.

I have got a suggestion to put before the panel for the MPs, the Minister, that you go back to Parliament and you put down a motion that MPs are means-tested to see where the money goes. (Applause)

I would like to make a point. If you really believe there is no surplus, no £48bn, then where is the money for £90bn for Trident?

But there is money in the economy and it could be used, I believe, for the National Pensioners' Convention and, when they have researched it, that this money exists, then it's demeaning to give people means-testing and, as it with the standard of living, people should enjoy it across the European Union. 

PAT TURNER 

I am Pat Turner from UNISON retired members, south-east region.  I just have one or two simple sums: out you tried to target, because there is 1.8m pensioners who do not have benefit. 
the poverty level is £165.  The pension at the moment is £97.65, so we have a difference of £67.35 which is absolutely appalling. You missed out, Rosie, a very crucial word when you said you targeted the most vulnerable, as you missed 
I think to sit here today in front of us to and keep on, which we have heard none-stop over the last few years, is a problem.  Come up with something new to treat us with dignity and respect for what we deserve (Applause). 

ROSIE WINTERTON

Briefly, first of all, the commitment to restore the earnings link – that is in legislation; it is in the 2007 Pensions Act and we had to put it in legislation in order to make sure that we can make payments and commit us in the interview to doing it, so it's now in legislation. 

Secondly, if we had pursued the policies of the previous Government, we would have been spending hundred billion pounds less over this Parliament than we have on pensioners. Those are the facts. 

PROF WALKER
The next question is from Janet Shapiro. 
JANET SHAPIRO

The Government has said it will restore the link between pensions and earnings in 2012, if affordable.  In view of the billions given to the banks and the current economic crisis, is this going to be an empty promise? 

PAUL ROWEN  

Yes going back to the earlier question, my view is whatever you are going to do, if it is a political priority it could be done. I don't if the £47bnin text, whichever the higher, and that should be done. The Lib Dems voted for it and it would have happened this year if we had a say. 
 
year, a pension increase, but the fact is over the long term, the only way that pensioners will get what they deserve is if you share in the increasing, well, the… (inaudible word) of this country and you can do that by being tied to the retail price index of the national earnings and I was on the Bill Committee when it was done, they did not introduce it in 200?. It could have been done but it's been delayed and they have not told us when it should have happened and it should have happened last year. 
Yes it may not produce a bigger increase this  is in the NI contribution but I know my Party wants to abolish means-testing and that is not made up. Vince Cable will make sure there is a proper Manifesto that delivers on that promise. I would like to ask Rosie Winterton why it was when the Act went through, 
JOE HARRIS 

I think we have more or less exhausted this to some extent. Again, it always comes back to the then was just over a pound.  The problem is to get out of this idea that a pension is to be viewed as to what it was last year and what could be afforded by a budget this year.
same question which is how do you decide on what a reasonable pension is?  
It's quite clear that since 1908 the pension, then, of 5 bob a week and 70 was non-contributory was 19 or 20 per cent of the average wage which 
The whole question is if we get richer as a nation - and generally speaking that is true - although we had a bit of a hiccup at the present time, then pensions have to go up, older people have to share in that growing prosperity. 

Right now, I think the people that are sharing the growing represented by the pension declines yet it should be increasing and not decreasing. 
time or by 2010, about 3 million of us will have died. This is an urgent question: the answer has to be in raising the question. The link has to be restored, otherwise we will have a repetition, and, as time goes on, the percentage of average earnings that is prosperity are not the people that are most vulnerable but those are the people that run banks and they are sharing in the prosperity and not only sharing in present but also future prosperity because everybody is saying about the tax not being paid for God knows how long. 
By this 
NIGEL WATERSON 

This is a very important issue but not one I have had chance to comment on so far so let me deal with it very carefully. Rosie rub it in if we had a Government election in the last election we would not briefing this debate at all. 
 
way, leaving that to one side, Labour have had twelve years to restore the link, twelve long years. 
And now they are saying if it is affordable, and affordable is important.  The Conservative Government match that commitment, but again I need to I remember coming to the August gathering before the last election and announcing it was Conservative policy to restore the link. I remember being boo-ed, but if we all voted Conservative and won the election we would not briefing this debate because we would have already restored the link. But, any Winterton is absolutely right. We did all legislate and I was on the committee and Rosie Winterton was not as it happened, but Paul was, as he said, we have put on the statute book that the link will be restored, but the only thing that is missing is (inaudible). 
ROSIE WINTERTON

I want to go over again what I said about legislation and the commitment to the link. I want to talk briefly about points that have been throughout their lives in order to prevent them from the kind of fear that they would have faced if those savings had been lost. 
we did take, with regard to saving the banks, people would be saying, would not be talking about the effect of interest rates on their savings because they would not have any savings.  I think we just need to be clear that the Government Act was set to help people who had saved made with regard to the banking system, because when we knew that there were these huge global problems, people came to my surgery and constituents, particularly older people, who were incredibly worried about what was going to happen to their savings. 
Frankly, if we had not taken the action that 
PROF WALKER  

Yes thank you very much indeed to members of the panel. Yes Janet, our questioner, how do you respond?

JANET SHAPIRO  

Yes, thank you. I think it's a bit innocent of Nigel Waterson to talk about the restoring of the link because it was Margaret Thatcher who broke it in the first place. 

The link should be raised retrospectively to get back to a decent amount so when we have a link that is the best of the retail price index and the earnings that we have, then we have got other sorts of pension, the private ones, and they are obviously failing in the present, so we have to look at the future workers.
a decent pension.  Also, we have to look at the future because, in fact, there are 9 million existing workers without a decent scheme now and Europe has not made the same mistake; they have a better dependant on the state pension whereas here we are still thinking we can rely on 
ROSIE WINTERTON  

I want to briefly say we are introducing, as you know, from 2010 for every employer who will be required to provide a pension saving ability for their workers and contribute towards it which I think is a huge step forward because you are quite right to say at the moment there is something like 9 million people that do not have access to a second pension. Well said, I think. 

NEW SPEAKER

Ladies and Gentlemen, that 25p covers the people that saved us from the Germans, and we did it, so why should I grumble when I get an extra 25p a week?  (Laughter) (Applause) 

TONY CONSTABLE

I from Colchester.  I want to say it’s nothing to do with what happened a year ago; I am much more concerned about what is going to happen in the future as Rosie Winterton just pointed out. 
The recent collapse of capitalism has had a terrible effect on pension schemes whereby one's lump sum purchases of an annuity, so should anyone's pension be based on the vagaries of the stock exchange market, pensions? MPs, certainly, are not. 

BILL MARTIN

When Mike O'Brien was Pensions Minister, his 80 year old mother told him the extra 25p a week was insulting. Do you agree?  

JOE HARRIS

My words really fail me over this one. I have sending them to the Department for Work and Pensions and it's embarrassed them. What do you do when you have a load of 25 pences? You can't even say it is expenses. You don't know what to do with it; it's one of the most embarrassing things. 
week should be legislated for.  I am sure they are in a dilemma over it.  I suggest what we might well do, what some people, pensioners have done - I can't remember the name of the country now - but they have been collecting the 25 pences and a feeling - and Rosie Winterton will tell us this - they must have meetings and meetings and meetings saying how can we get rid of this embarrassment; it's embarrassment of the Government of one of the so-called leading countries of the world that an extra 25p a 
I would like to know what Rosie Winterton is going to do it. I get the 25p a week because I am over eighty. May be put it on the table outside to swell the funds...

PAUL ROWEN 

So the simple answer to the question is ‘yes’ and the obvious solution is to do what I said earlier: to give everyone a citizens pension and bite the bullet. That is what the Government should do. And, we, Liberal Democrats would be supporting you.

ROSIE WINTERTON 

Joe, you are so right to say, yes, this is something which we do grapple with. Joe and is like £13 a year, but to some people that might be important.  I am sure it is important if you put it all together. 
So the effect could also be on people's entitlement to things like pension credit and housing benefit. 
it up and put it in the state pension then…one of the things that came back to me is that it would then become taxable in a different way. I am only telling you what the problems are of doing it. I think it would come in to about something very minor which I have had meetings about it.  I have looked at this very closely and I have said why can't we do it?  Can we wrap it up or do it differently?  Because the answer to the question is that I think people do find it insulting. However, if we wrap 
Therefore, I can assure you I have looked at it and I know that people find it certainly irritating and probably down right insulting. I've looked at all the different ways of trying to deal with this. I will keep at it, Joe, I promise you. I promise we will continue to discuss it.

NIGEL WATERSON

Well, there you have it. You do not have to worry about the 25 pence but you have to worry about the tax on the 25 pence: a nightmare. This was fixed back in 1971, as I believe, and it's not been changed, and it's insulting. I think any Tory Government will pick up the baton from Rosie Winterton and review it.

Rosie Winterton: we have tried to recognise the increased fuel costs of people over 80 and that is why there is another £100 there as well.

JOE HARRIS 

Make it £25 instead of 25 pence.

(Applause) 

BILL MARTIN

I think the 25p is a good representation of how politicians think of pensioners. You talk about what you are going to do for us in the future. Both the Tories You get no help whatsoever because of this means-testing.  You give them central heating because of the means-testing and the lesson goes on and on.
is concerned, perhaps you don't want to pursue it. Why is it that if you are means-tested if you are one pound under you get everything, but if you are one pound over you get nothing? I am talking about cold weather payments. and the Labour Party have had plenty of time to actually do something and you have done nothing; you have sold the pensioners down the river. You need to bring policies forward that give us a decent working pension so we do not have to go begging. As far as the means-testing 
PROF WALKER  

Thank you very much, Bill. 
Before I allow the Minister to respond, I will see if there is another couple of points from colleagues here.

NEW SPEAKER

I would like to ask Rosie do you know how much it costs the Government to send pensioners over 80 25 pence? I would love to know that. 

NEW SPEAKER

I am from Cardiff. I would like to ask the MPs about the situation on why the gap between rich and poor is greater now then it's been for a long time; it increased and accelerated under Margaret Thatcher from deregulation and deunitisation. 

One of the Government was going to insist its employers set up such schemes, but what about casual workers?  They are part of the economic system. What about the Government actually taking on full responsibility for the pension through funding, through graduated permissive income tax and also National Insurance Contributions?
my sons had a permanent contract before he was working for a staff agency and he was not eligible for a pension. Friends of mine who also do supply work are not eligible for a pension. the Minister talked about legislation in 2010, that 
The people pay according to the amount they earn and how much they need.

PROF WALKER

Yes, the Minister would you like to respond.

ROSIE WINTERTON

Yes, sorry, Christine, I think you were absolutely right as there is an issue for people that move from job to job. So, we have designed a new system that allows, in a sense, to move their pension pot with them. You are right, it's been a real problem in the past and we are addressing it.

With regard to the issue on winter fuel payments, of course they do apply to everybody and cold weather payments, it's true. Wthey are fearful about the bills, and that is why we have done that.
hat we have done this year is to triple the cold weather payments to £25.  It does apply to those on the poorest incomes because we know that people on the lowest incomes are the people who are least likely to turn the heating on when it's cold because 
We have increased the payments of cold weather payments. We have really tried to get that help out to those people who NI for women to get their full entitlements. That is what happens to them. I think we need to help them. I will not run away from that. I think that is it right thing to do. That is where my politics come from.
not where I am coming from, I am sorry.  I know people don't always accept that but I just think that many of those people who were women did not have the opportunity to build up their NI credits, which is why we are looking at are on the lowest incomes. I am afraid that there are some, as I said, who say these are people who have never bothered saving; let us just let them get on with it; why worry about them?  It's 
PROF WALKER

I think audience it's time to move on to a slightly different but equally contentious issue. This question comes from Sylvia Hardy from the Devon Pensioners’ Action Forum. 

SYLVIA HARDY  

I would like to ask the Panel do you consider that, after 15 years, the council tax still meets the 3 principles originally laid down by Micheal Heseltine and that it should be fair, easy to collect and based on the ability to pay?

NIGEL WATERSON
Well, I think in terms of collection it is relatively straight forward but I do think the council tax, under this Government, is increased by 100 per cent at least for the average council taxpayer. 

There is are actually facing an inflation rate of more like 9 per cent.  Why is that?  It's because items like council tax and utility bills forms part of a house hold budget.
a wider problem here: the level of inflation as it effects the general population and, as it affects pensioners. As the official rate of inflation heads towards zero that is not, in my constituency, the experience of pensioners. Many experts said pensioners 
In the last election I wanted to give a 50 per cent discount automatically on council tax. What we are saying at the moment is there should be a 2-year freeze on council tax which I think would be an excellent idea if we get the chance to put it into effect. 

Do not be fooled by the concept of a local income tax. Apart from having a Chancellor of Exchequer go in to why that it is, if you like but, against that background, trying to help pensioners specifically. At the last count it was a 50 per cent discount which, in my constituency, was extremely popular.
between central Government funding and to look at central funding and give a freeze of council tax.  I think, again, we should be looking carefully to the subject of finances. Everything I am saying today is based on the background and finances we inherit which will look pretty grim, and we can in every Town Hall, many people will be worse off, like working families.  In my opinion, too many pensioners are paying income tax, so that is not the magic silver bullet to solve the problem.  But the way to solve it is to change the balance 
PAUL ROWEN 

I do not believe the council tax is fit ability to pay; that is what a local one is. 
for purpose and it is certainly our policy to replace it with the local income tax.  Why?  It's this proportionality. Why should what house you live in provide tax for local services?  What you pay in tax for local services should your reflect your 
There would be a £1.6bn savings in terms of what it costs to collect the county council tax at the moment.  Those that live in England have yet to have a council tax revaluation and it should have happened in 2007. This Government postponed it. In Wales where it happened, 65 per cent of people in Cardiff were worse off when the revaluation happened.

I am certain after the next election, whoever is in power, that o it's a much fairer system and takes account of ability to pay and, in our view, it is the only way to go.
is a system of collecting taxes and it's one that is based on your ability to pay and it is not capped.  So, higher income tax earners would pay a lot more money than those on a lower base rate income tax than those on the pension like themselves. Srevaluation will go ahead. The Government is already going about it by stealth, and by photographing properties, those that have improved their property will get a re-branding, but that will hit the rest of everybody. Europe has a system we advocate which 
JOE HARRIS
Of course it's an unfair tax but before I say any more I would like to say that I am pleased Sylvia Hardy raised the question. Sylvia Hardy market because they have been bereaved or have had a bit of bad luck in that respect.
the rest of it, and then one of the partners dies and the answer is you do not now need a big house, go to something smaller and go down-market. Anybody that believes that is out of touch with humanity; you can't expect people to go down-deserves a round of applause. She has been the lead for those against unjust tax. Well done, Sylvia. 
Why is it unfair?  You get people living together in a home that they have built out of their earnings and out of their taxation on it, and 
It's a terrible thing that people have to pay out a tax that should be purely based on people's ability to pay; it's not a fair according to the needs of that particular area.  I am against council tax and I think that it's something which should be fought against, but only in the context that it’s unfair on anybody who has to pay a tax which is not related to their income. (Applause) 
tax but it's something that should be abolished altogether. The costs which are supposed to be covered by council tax, in which some of them are, like day centres and other services for older people, should come out of the national fund, national grants to councils 
ROSIE WINTERTON

Waving said that, I think it's important that we do, at the moment, look at how people, particularly as we are coming up to an election day, where people do have the ability to vote on how their local councils are performing.
would not like to see that because I think any council tax freeze would have a disproportionate effect on older people and would look very closely at the proposals for local income tax, because I am not sure that that would have a disproportionate effect, particularly on middle incomes. Hell, first of all, I think that older people are very often, more than other sections of communities, quite dependent on the services of councils. I think any freeze on council tax would mean a cut in services for older people and that goes without saying.  I 
The first part of the I think that should be through the ballot box.
question - is it fair?  I would say that I do think people locally have the right through the ballot box to decide what they think their local council is levying and the relationship between that and central Government, and whether it's fair or not. 
I think we have to give more power back to people at a local level to be able to have a say on what they think the level of council tax is acceptable in their area. I, personally, think that we should be looking at an open but you can look at different ways of collecting it, based on other issues. 
dialogue with people as to how they feel that balance could be more to local people, and away from central Government. I think we should have that debate. I probably agree with Nigel that the system probably is quite easy to collect, 
Should it be based on ability to pay?  I think it probably should be based on ability to pay. I understand how people feel that there is an arbitrary judgement that you might live this afternoon as to how we take it forward.
in a very big house and you might pay a lot of council tax. Yet the other side of the argument is that sometimes people will use the same services. I think this is the type of thing we should have a debate about, quite frankly. I certainly welcome people's views 
PROF WALKER 

Yes, thank you very much Panel. You heard the responses to your question, how do you respond? 

SYLVIA HARDY 

If it is easy to collect why is it councils are forced right off massive non-payment  liability orders and bailiffs made 2313 visits.
to massive year end figures? I don't know if anybody in the audience knows the court costs rose to £250…and in 2007/8 Exeter City Council sent out 4426 summons and 3560
We are talking about fairness.  It's not fair that two occupiers pay the same council tax as, for example, 6 or more people in one household.  An average pensioner pays 11.4 that it is some sort of indication, as the property was often bought many years ago when it was cheaper and the owner was working. 
per cent of their income, whereas an average employee only pays 6 per cent of their income. 
Many people earning do not make council tax payments because they do not own their own home. The value of the property is no indication of the owner's liability to pay, yet some politicians claim 
Property values have soared; the owner has retired and there has been a drop in income and now they can no longer do their own decorating. Their cost of living is higher and yet they can't move, or cope with the hassle in having to move.

There is a postcode lottery as well. Property values in the south-west are very high and the incomes are much lower than other parts of the country. 

We have done a survey recently in the Devon Pensioners’ Action Forum and 65 per cent of the pensioners say that council tax is their most unaffordable annual expense.

NEW SPEAKER

One point is the issue of one person or six people. I think there was an attempt made to address that through the poll tax and that was not very popular, I have to say. 

JOHN ARMSTRONG

I am from East Midlands region UNISON. It's rather cynical with politicians when certain politicians, until they get caught out, they didn't pay any council tax. 

So the message which really worries me, being an ex-military man for many years, do not do as I do, but do as I say.  We now seem to be living in an elected dictatorship. Thank you. 

NEW SPEAKER

A few years ago, I am a bit long in the tooth now, a Local Authority had no difficulty whatever in estimating my capacity to pay when I had children in care; so much for the politicians’ idea that the fare and equitable system...(inaudible) 

NEW SPEAKER

Can I just come on to one single narrow point that the thing that holds the income tax is something called equalisation. That means when you are the Liberals came up with; it sounds simple and fair on the face of it, but I can guarantee it would be unworkable and you would still find you are being taxed the local income. Nonetheless, it's important to be clear about these sorts of things.
more, then that might be unpopular and it might involve population shifts around the country. There needs to be equalisation. You have that now and you would have to have it with a local income tax. From a technical point of view, that makes it very unworkable. Like collecting a local tax in different parts of tax like the City of Westminster of London compared to other parts of the country where you are collecting less. Unless Paul and his colleagues are saying if you are in a poor area you keep what you raise but you are not getting 
PAUL ROWEN

those councils that are not looking after your money wisely will increase it but you know, as I will do, what will happen at the next election - people will vote them out.
is collected nationally and locally so your local councillors will become more accountable for the way they spend their money because the national income tax will reduce and there will be a compensated increase in local income packs. Yes, it will vary from area to area and it will vary for two things:  three things. First of all, everybody that is earning above the minimal threshold will have to pay. So, four or six people living in a house compared to one or two people, it will become fairer. The second thing that will happen is there will be a shift in the amount of taxation that I would like to be very clear about this as well. It's important. At the moment, colleagues, local Government only spend  25 five per cent of all the money; the rest is raised through national taxation. What will happen, if you had a local income tax, is
The second point is Nigel's point, and this has happened now. Under the per cent reduction for living on her own and she pays the full whack because she has savings, and it's not fair in my view; it should be based on earned income. 
area. If you are earning above a certain threshold everybody will pay; if you are below that level, you won't pay. That is the big difference between what happens now where you get my mother, a single pensioner, who gets a 25 poll tax there has to be an equalisation process so those areas that are poorer, have to receive more of the central pot than those areas that are better off, and that might be that my or Rosie's area may receive more grants from the central area than Nigel's 
PROF WALKER

One more point on council tax, at the back please

NEW SPEAKER

I would like to question the assumption Rosie made that if older people paid less council tax it would mean cuts in services for older people.

ROSIE WINTERTON

No. I said if there was a freeze on council tax then services would be cut back because councils would have less money.

NEW SPEAKER

But you implied we need to look at this afresh, and do not say because this will happen, that will happen; it's not true.
women live longer, and if they have been widowed they are likely to be struggling and, as you said yourself, on a very low pension. Okay it may not be true, well, it's surely true that people living together can live far more cheaply than two people living separately. So, it would be services for older people, and that is the decision the local council would make. The largest expenditure that council makes is on education. The whole system needs a fresh look. We have touched on the business of single people getting a 25 per cent reduction: 
PROF WALKER
Another important issue to all pensioners across the country and this comes from John White from Crewe and Nantwich from the Retired Teachers’ Group.

JOHN WHITE 
Free travel is good for both pensioners and society as a whole, helping to maintain independence, and mobility and reducing reliance on care services. Whilst somebody in Northern Ireland can travel free into the Irish Republic, a pensioner living for example in Blackpool can't use their pass on the local trams or on the buses if they go to Glasgow, Belfast, or Cardiff. 

So, my question is do the political parties, therefore, have any plans to introduce a UK wide free travel scheme for us pensioners? (Applause) 

ROSIE WINTERTON 

I introduced the bus pass to be used nationwide to be used in England and it was one of the best bits of legislation I put because people might be likely to use it on holiday.
Northern Ireland, to Scotland and to Wales?  
That would mean a commitment from the Scottish, Welsh and Northern Ireland areas, that they were going to subsidise anybody who used the bus passes in their area because it's probably more likely that people would use it that way round, that if people went to visit another part of the country, they could use their bus pass there as well. 
The issue is, because that came to the overall amount that we put towards that, was a billion pounds.  The issue then is do you extend it to through frankly. 
In 1997 you could have some Local Authorities that would have half price bus passes for pensioners; we made them have full price bus passes for pensioners. So, within a Local Authority area you could travel for free. 
The change we then made was so 
We have left provision between the legislation for that to happen in the future. I have to say that, to a certain extent, there has not been the other Governments coming forward saying they would be prepared to pay for it. There are obvious implications from that: the biggest pressure we're getting at the moment with regard to bus passes is young people saying if older people can have them, why can't we have them?  

It's a bit of a balance of trying to say we try to make it for everybody so they can use it within England.  The cost pressures extended elsewhere are big and we have big pressures from young people saying it's not fair that we have not got it to a difficult one, but I understand. 

NIGEL WATERSON
We have no current plans to extend the scheme in the way that the questioner asked not least because, as I keep repeating, it's important to keep it in mind because of the state of the public finances when a new Government takes over. 
Can I just use the opportunity people by making them pay more council tax in order to get their so-called free bus pass.
tax. It's costing my local council taxpayers between £1-£2 million a year to provide the "Free" bus passes. We will not scrap the bus passes but I think the Government needs to put money where it's mouth is because they are been lying to older hardly surprising and there are plans but there are problems about the financing, though, when the Government, as Rosie announced, were going to have free bus travel, they didn't say in my constituency of Eastbourne they would not provide all the money for it, so it's costed back to council though to agree with the questioner. Yes, we view it as a good thing that it is an existing thing, and we think it is good that pensioners can travel round and do what they want with their free bus passes. As there is an election going around, it's 
PAUL ROWEN

The national bus scheme at the moment is not a national concessionary travel scheme.  It depends where you are; if you are in London you have the freedom pass any account of how many people are actually using the service.  
and can go on everything, but if you go into Manchester you can use the trains and trams and buses. Yet in other areas, you are only allowed to use the buses, and that is because the Government has given out a block grant to Local Authorities that does not take 
During the passage of the Bill that I served on, I actually warned the Minister that places like Blackpool, for example, were disproportionately subsiding and giving a proportion of the block grant, and they would not get the money back they cost is 27 per cent in excess of what the Government is paying. 
need. 
So, in my view, the first thing that needs to be done is to make sure that it's a truly national scheme in England and Wales and that is first of all to make sure that the funding that is paid to Local Authorities actually reflects the cost. We reckon at the moment that the actual 
The authorities, as in Greater Manchester, where the block grant has been to the advantage, has enabled all pensioners to have free travel of everything. So my view, I am not saying we at the moment.
are committed to extending it, but we have to stop money that should be used for other local services, having to be used to subsidise the bus concessionary scheme; it needs to be made a truly equal scheme and it should not be a lottery which is what it is 
JOE HARRIS
Very briefly, we think this is an important matter. It's very, very likely that older people are less mobile and that someone living on the south coast, with a mother or a relative up in Scotland cannot visit them without having to spend, I don't know how many times the pension they get there.  So, it's an important thing to look at the governments of the future today and to make sure they do a good deal with bus and train companies to make sure it's absolutely national and absolutely free. 

ROSIE WINTERTON

In terms of the long-distance travel that Joe is talking about, we have got an agreement National Express in order to get half fare funding.  Paul's point about places like Blackpool: the reason why we allocated the money in the way that we did is that we discussed with Local Authorities how they wanted it allocating and the formula that they wanted it allocating under. 

The formula that they have chosen is one that does reflect where there is a tourist place where you have more people staying overnight, and that is reflected in the funding.

Some councils have chosen to say we want to spend more money than is allocated to us by extending it, for example, to trams and to trains. 
We decided not to prevent people from teaching that in legislation; we could have done, but we said ‘no’, we don't think that is right. If people want Government to do more, that's totally up to them and, again, it goes back to the issue that if local people say to their councils, and then they vote for the money to be used like that, that's fair enough.  

Our we did introduce it. 
commitment was to a bus pass and that is what we have provided but if people want to go further, that's up to them.  I think it's been a great innovation, and I know my constituency enormously appreciated this, and it's certainly something we gave a commitment to introduce and 
PROF WALKER 

Now John White, what is your response to what you have heard from the Panel?

JOHN WHITE 

The man next to me mentioned dignity and respect and I think that is what we all want, require and deserve. 

As far as the bus pass goes, yes, I am optimistic and I would say thank you because in fact it's been a tremendous asset for many people.  

There seems to be a great deal of inequality about rail and trams.  I am optimistic that each speaker has said that our dignity and respect. 

in the future we could be more optimistic.  I would like to remind these people that this time next year, if their promises or suspected promises were made would be followed through, but we are grateful for the bus service. But please extend it, and remember 
PROF WALKER 
I will take one or two further responses from your representatives on the stage.  The first one is on the corner there.

NEW SPEAKER

I went a couple of weeks ago to Scarborough and I was grateful with the promenade service, but it's not use transport because it's too dear for pensioners or young people.
about £4.80 here on the tram in Blackpool to go to Fleetwood. 
I know and I am grateful for a free pass but when you look at prices, in Sheffield it is £1 to go one stop. I think somebody has to look at pricing. Some people will 
NEW SPEAKER

To pick up on a point when you said "Nationally", that is Great Britain and it's not England, Wales or Northern Ireland: it's Great Britain, and we want national free travel nationally. You feel national - that means Great Britain - free travel on the rail. The rest we can fight about when my time goes, but what we want to fight for now is nationally, Great Britain, and that is what we should be going for. Thank you. 
this little bit of aggravation with Scotland. One of the most successful things that has happened in Scotland - and if it was not for the operators, though it's a Government problem - the bus pass works perfectly in Scotland.  You can go anywhere at all in Scotland. We are also calling for a 

JEAN KITCHENER

How we treat our most vulnerable older people is a mark of how civilised we are as a society, but the quality of care that people receive in their own homes and nursing homes can be shocking. 
Staff are not often properly trained and means-testing and personal budgets put even more pressure on some of our most vulnerable individuals. Does the panel think we can call ourselves “Civilised”? 

PROF WALKER 

Thank you very much. (Question repeated). It's about dignity and respect and how vulnerable older people are cared for and, on that basis, does the Panel think we can call ourselves a civilised society? 

JOE HARRIS
This is a very tricky question. You see, the amount of care which older people get from any state depends upon are really worried about the care and attention that they are getting, or will get, when they get older and what they are receiving from their parents. Many people here in their fifties now are caring for older parents for example.
registered by my fellow panellists here is that this is very much like the question of pensioners; it is not just something that is of concern to pensioners; it's a concern to the whole of society there are people more and more now in younger groups who resources; you don't expect some small state in Africa to provide all that we would expect here because of their national wealth which is less.  But I think we have to therefore judge this on the basis of what we can afford here. The important thing that must be 
Generally speaking, the situation is not getting better. 
We has to require real attention, and it's not just in the interests of existing pensioners but in the interests of young people too. (Applause)
neglected in their own homes because of the lack of social services which is disgusting and something that all the Parties ought to make up their mind to do something about. 
I think it's an important question. Whether we can consider ourselves civilised or not is another matter, but the thing generation. I don't think we do enough. I don't think we do what we could afford to do if the political will is there to do it. The more one reads and hears about the sad situation, there is a lot of vulnerable older people that are in long-term care or being always hear about the number of older people that are increasing all the time and that is to say they do not die when they are younger; that is what it boils down to. But the point is we have to provide more and more care for our older 
PAUL ROWEN  

With regard to meals on wheels going around delivering the meals to a group of people who get them on a because they did the daily visit every day and he got meals five days a week. 
regular basis, I met a chap whilst I was doing it, who was 96 of age. 3 weeks ago a man was found on the floor by the people who had actually delivered the meals with me that day. He had been saved. The fact that he is still alive and well today is 
I think one of the great strengths of our system is the number of people that volunteer: both the people I was with were younger pensioners that volunteered to help others, and that is a huge important part of the system. 

On the other side, a couple of weeks ago through my correspondence I got letters from two families that told me a very sad and distressing tale about how both their mothers has been treated when they were admitted to hospital and the lack of yours and so on.  It worries me. 
care and attention that those two ladies got in their dying days, and that is a very sad reflection, in my view, of society when we are too busy tracing targets and the concentration on personal care which, I think, we would all want to say for my Mum and 
Now, when the Government was first elected they did promise there would be a review of personal care. 

They released a Green Paper last year and that, to me, was long over-due.  We have goes on. It's very much a lottery.  It depends because personal care services are split between local health authorities and social care departments and we want to see the unified and one level of control.
seen the stories and articles and Panorama programmes about the level of care that some people have to put up with in homes and by people, carers coming to visit them.  It's unacceptable in my view in a civilised society that that sort of thing 
In Rochdale we have had people being discharged too soon and a single pensioner being sent home on their own with nobody to look after them and, in my view, that is totally unacceptable. 

We had a report last year by the King's Fund to talk about what sort of things we should be doing and we have a long some stage or in the future when we require the help and assistance of others that we all get the care and dignity that we deserve. Thank you. (Applause).
way to go, in my view, to giving people the dignity and care that we all deserve. 
I think we need a much wider debate and I would welcome your input into that. At the end of the day we need a guarantee because we will all be in that position at 
NIGEL WATERSON 

Thank you very much, Chairman. I entirely agree with the premise of the question which was that it's a test of our civilisation impose an upper age limit over 80 for its volunteers. So you see the problem then has shifted somewhat. But many of us have been members of the sandwich generation; we are looking after children and parents as well and that puts huge strains on people. 
and how we treat our older people. 
I think there is a lot to be pleased about in the sense that people are living longer and often are living very more healthy lives than they used to.  We had a huge row in our constituency when the local hospice tried to 
There are big financial strains on many people, as  50,000/60,000 people a year are being forced to sell their homes to pay for long-term care costs. 

Since the Sutherland Report the Royal Commission reported on this issue of long term care. Now we are promised another Green Paper some time in the summer which, in civil servant language, could mean any time this year. We were told it will not have any specific proposals, but just another discussion document. 

We proposed putting a cap on long up a family and the vulnerable and elderly and how the costs are contributed fairly between them.
term care costs to allow people to budget or ensure themselves against some of those costs and there is co-funding, and so on. But at the end of the day, whoever is in Government has to strike a balance between the people that are currently working and paying tackling and bringing 
The questioner lumped together in one phrase, was personal budgets and (inaudible word). They could be very liberating for particular individuals as long as they are not used as an excuse for cutting funding and cutting the packages available to particular vulnerable people especially in their own homes. 

ROSIE WINTERTON

I think that one of the most civilised marks of our society is our national health service and I think we should all be very proud of that. It's the envy of the world and it's dependent upon the people who work in it, giving their dedication and their commitment to a level that I think we can all be proud of. 

What we have tried to do with the NHS is to put extra funding into it. (Heckling from an audience member). 

The lady over there (indicates) is calling for perhaps more money to be going into the NHS: I would say that we have put in a lot already. Where she talks about the use of the private sector, I presume the lady is talking 1997 I used to get letters from women of 80 saying they had been told that their first appointment for a cataract inspection was 52 weeks. Quite rightly they said what is the point in this?  What is the point? 
or those individuals it made an incredible difference; they had the choice between whether they wanted it to be done at the local hospital or wanted to travel a bit further, both for eye operations and some knee and hip operations. The reason we did that is because in about that in terms of privatisation which is something in order to ensure that we could get more older people seen more quickly, for example, for cataract operations.  We did, in my constituency, bring a company that worked in conjunction with the local hospital and with local doctors, and f
We have ensured that nowadays people can get cataract operations done sometimes within 3-6 weeks and, to those individuals - the lady down there is nodding and presume saying “I benefited from that”. 
I think that is important.  

That has gone rather off the question but it's because the lady was him at home. 
I think he would like to have been able to stay longer at home but what we do need to do is look at the issue. I agree with Nigel here that issues about personalised budgets could be important because I think he could have been able to use that perhaps more effectively to support shouting out about privatisation and I wanted to be clear about that. 
Secondly, in terms of where we go now in terms of longer term care, there are huge issues about it.  My father spent his past years in residential care; he was looked after very, very well. 
Those are all issues we do need to look at with extra funding in the Green Paper that will be coming out. I don't think these are easy. I think Paul is right to say we all need to examine when we get older in terms of care provided, but it is a huge issue and not least because, I think, all the Panel have said we're getting older as a society and that has huge benefits, but it's got huge implications in terms of how we are going to look after each other. 

JEAN KITCHENER

I am a bit aghast really - all this about budgets and all the things we are supposed to be looking in to. You are an elderly person living alone; you don't have anybody she was at her limit; this related to another £70 a week. But, this did not take account and look at her washing and getting dressed and she had to go in to her own money. I think we should address this issue. 
to help you do all this. You are telling me that you have got all these things in place but, quite frankly, they are not there. A lady that I know has recently not been able to walk.  When she applied for some extra money she was told 
NEW SPEAKER

I am pleased this particular thing has come up today because I have been an advocate and carer all my life, though I am not asking for Brownie points, but I am today horrified at what I am finding in the health service and the social service. 

What was said was about when we are old and it’s all about what we are thinking about. I am terrified of getting any older. I don't want to see the outside of a hospital, let alone the inside.  From my own experiences and particularly at the very closer end, I had a friend who had been literally abused in hospital. Many people that are talking to me about this say it's not a question of money all the time.  We are paying for the services we get in the home, but it's the quality of service. 

Now, t took me another three and a half hours to get her moved.  There were still more patients left in that condition. 
not ideal but the work has to be done". I said, "Not around patients". She was in a corner, squashed and completely disorientated and confused. I insisted they found her a proper bed in a proper ward as we expect in hospitals. Isite.  She was within about 6 inches of workmen who were drilling, hammering, sawing and putting up the yellow insulation stuff.  She had been in those conditions 24 hours before I saw her. When I found her I immediately complained to be told, "It's one night to get extra care and during that night she had a urinary infection. They kept her in for 3 weeks and during that time she was in 5 different beds. At one time I found her on what can only be described as a building in my day, as a volunteer, I agree, nurses had a vocation.  It was a profession. It's not even a job today with many of them. 
My friend fractured her wrist and I took her into hospital for the cast, and she was kept in 
I have put in an official complaint but I am not getting anywhere. I wrote to them last on 16 April but I have not had an acknowledgement.  I want to know why building work could be done around patients. 

The care in the home leaves much to desire: good and bad. You get the bad battles and the poor person who is being looked after, just takes whatever basic care? Nobody can watch out for us in the future.
is sent out to them.  I have someone to look after, and I am interested in the general community.  Why can't the powers that be check more on the carers and the homes and the care agencies, in the hospitals, on the wards, basic nursing care the 
MAVIS HOYLE

The question I asked - are we civilised? No, colleagues, we are not. This is the ninth consecutive the protection of the law, 22 years before innocent children.
year I have attended these procedures and on the previous eight I had pointed out there is no law in this country to protect the elderly. 
In 1912 a law was passed to protect animals, and not until 1933 to protect children. Chickens enjoyed 
On domestic violence, when I was a copper...(Speaker inaudible throughout speaking; shouting in to microphone). Now, if the victim will not sign the charge sheet, it's still processed for law. When are they going to protect us?  (Inaudible)… 

ROSIE WINTERTON
First of all, you mentioned the protection of the Vulnerable Adults’ Act which is important. Stype of care that they would want; there are also some very strict penalties for people who break that. So, I would hope that something which, as a Convention, you are giving people information about. 
econdly, an Act which I do think is very important, and I hope you got a lot of information about it, is the Mental Capacity Act which again is one that I took through, which is about people being able to make, for example, living wills which talk about the 
PAUL ROWEN
There is an opportunity with the Equality Bill that is going through Government that outlaws ageism. We are saying that there are a lot of provisions in there to lay orders is a way to ensure that dignity and ageing will be ensured and delivered.
and to lay the regulations later. We would like to see them lay the orders that deal with discrimination, age discrimination in health and social services as that is one way where you can pressurise your MP to vote for that because that 
NIGEL WATERSON 

I agree with Paul about that and we may reach it in a moment, but it is a pity that the Act or the Bill does not talk about default of retirement ages, this country et cetera but nothing like the attention on elder abuse which I think is happening on a very large-scale in all contexts. We need to push it up the political priorities.
but that is another issue. 
I had a lot going on which was to do with "Action on elder abuse" that do a lot of good work on the extent of elder abuse in this country. There is a huge focus on child abuse and trying to stop it when it happens in 
PROF WALKER
This I fear, has to be the last question of the day, and it comes from Mina Rodgers, a member of the Union of Retired Members’ Branch, Leicestershire.

MINA RODGERS 

One in three pensioners spend at least 10 per cent of their income on energy bills and it's now reached a 12-year high. Every year over 20,000 older people die of cold-related illnesses, yet the energy companies keep putting up their prices.  Who is to blame and what should be done to end this national disgrace? 

NIGEL WATERSON 

Yes, I agree it is an absolute scandal that we have such a number. The system covertly referred to it as excess debts, like in Scandinavia and that has a lot to do with a solution. We should have tough new rules about the pre-payment meters, and and choice between heating and eating. 
we should have a requirement that every energy company has to offer a social tariff to vulnerable households, and there should be easier ways for the post office to pay via direct debit at lower cost. We all want to get away from a situation where older people have to make a situation 
PAUL ROWEN 

Two pensioners came to me regarding the Winter Fuel Act and I discovered one qualified for the winter allowance and the other didn't. This is a typical example of the post code lottery. Rochdale was split between Manchester airport, which is almost in Cheshire, and the other from Bingley, over near Bradford. The ones that were within the Bradford weather station got the payment but those that links to the Manchester airport didn't.  I had that changed. It illustrates the point. 

Last year, Ed Milliband said he would force energy to the amount of energy you pay. Again, it penalises single pensioners from which is a large proportion of their bill. That is some of the charges together with extra spending.
are regulated. We need a lower tariff for certain people and an end to the system where those people who are on pre-payment meters, £51 a year more than those that may pay quarterly, and we need to see an end to the standing charge which bears no relation companies to regulate their energy costs: that did not happen. Since then, Nigel said an increasing number of people are forced to decide whether they stay in bed or whether they eat. That is totally unacceptable, in my view. We need to make sure that the energy companies 
I had a case of a pensioner before Christmas who was sold a gas boiler for £3,500, and she hadview, is disgraceful. That is why we need stronger legislation to support these energy companies to be fairer to those in need.
 been given a warm grant. She was 66. The Company had her sign up for credit and she didn't know what she was doing. For British Gas to do that, in my 
JOE HARRIS

Yes, briefly, the first thing when the winter fuel allowance came in, it was roughly meeting a third of the energy costs and now we know there is a lot of older people who need extra money in order to meet their bills and to keep their homes warm. 
it's down to a fifth. So, the first thing for the Government was to restore the winter allowance to something other than it is, to help. But, unless the Government does something about regulating fuel costs for everybody, it's difficult to start differentiating; except for the fact that 
All I could say is that anybody in Parliament, anybody in any political party, if they thought what they had to suffer if they could not put on their heating in the winter in order to feel comfortable when they got home, they must realise what a difficulty this is. Something has to be done about this. Largely, the regulation of the fuel companies could do great things for this.

ROSIE WINTERTON

In the immediate term, obviously we introduced the winter fuel payment. I noticed the man down there talked about taxing it and using the money raised from tax to help the most needy. 
What we have done, sirprices. But it is something to go to everybody. 
, is recognised that many people say, "look, you keep helping the most needy, what about us?" So, we have said the winter fuel payment goes to everybody. It is not taxed because it is a recognition, particularly for this year where we increased it substantially because of the increased fuel 
What we have tried to do in terms of targeting particularly vulnerable people - and you are right to say it's important to do that - this year we have tripled the cold weather payments. We have said whereas £4 million was paid out last year, something like £200 was paid out this year and, again, particularly to people on the lowest incomes, and that is exactly how you are suggesting it works.

We put the £60 Christmas bonus in this year and, again, that was in recognition of the fact that this year was particularly difficult in terms of fuel prices. 

Fuel prices now from, I think, six of the companies are now starting to reduce the prices. It's quite right it is difficult to say exactly but, gradually, you know, coming down a little bit.  It's longer term where people's fuel bills are reduced. But that is the package of measures we try to put together. 
we announced a billion pound package to help. Again, as you say, sir, it is for people on the lowest incomes to be able to insulate their houses and, in that way, in the longer term, because that is very important, as it can't just be one off, it has to be quite right to say, though, that for many older people a real issue is something that Paul touched on: things like insulation in the home. If you get it right, you can really make a difference to fuel bills, and that is why in 2008 
PROF WALKER

Thank you very much to the Panel for their answers to the questions. I wonder what Mina Rodgers thinks as it was her who originally asked the question. I hope her response will be very brief.

MINA RODGERS  

Yes, I agree with Paul. Most pensioners would like to see an increase of the winter fuel allowance to £500. This extra money is needed as the basic state pension has not been increased to a level where fuel bills could be met without handouts. 

NEW SPEAKER

What we really need is a terrific increase in the pension. I am fed up about hearing about social...(inaudible). What we really need is an increase in the pension; a decent pension for everybody.(Applause)

PROF WALKER

Now I need to wrap up this session. It's been a long session and I notice for some, quite an arduous session. But I think, from my perspective, and I hope you agree, an incredibly fruitful approach.

I want to thank Paul, Rosie, Nigel and Joe. You might not have entirely agreed with their answers but, in my perspective, they have tried in their own way to respond and grapple with some of the very tricky issues raised by you and your representatives here. So, please give them a warm round of applause.

Also I want to thank the representatives on the stage who asked the questions, and who made the additional points.  I think you will agree that they have tried their damndest to ask exactly the kind of questions you would want asked. (Applause). 

Finally, I close this session. I want to give my thanks to you for your restraint and for your forbearance.

Thank you very much indeed. 

(Applause). 

(Real-time speech to text produced by Laura Harrison. Scoped/1st draft transcription produced from real-time text file only).

