LAUNCH SPEECH – GARY FITZGERALD, CHIEF EXECUTIVE, ACTION ON ELDER ABUSE

I have limited time this morning but I want to briefly pay tribute:

· To Comic Relief for listening to us two years ago, and doing something they have never previously done: funding research;

· To the Dept of Health for rising to the occasion and backing the research both financially and politically – and they have been good allies in this process;

· And to the research team for undertaking what was a very complex piece of social investigation.

This has been a good partnership and I believe it has served the issue of elder abuse well, so I want to thank you all.
We now know the extent of the abuse of older people living in their own homes, within the UK.  It has been comprehensively exposed for the first time, and the only question remaining is what we do about it.  
Now is the time for action, not prevarication.  Now is the time to accept the realities and take decisive steps to protect some of the most vulnerable people in our society.  To do less is to condone their abuse.
And let’s be clear.  This is not an academic debate about nebulous concepts.  It’s about the pain and suffering of assault, neglect, theft, fraud, coercion and sexual assault.  Very often we are talking about crimes that go unpunished, and victims that have no voice.  It is the equivalent of child abuse and domestic violence, and it has remained hidden.  Until now.

Which means we must not let this issue be marginalised.  
By the Governments own adult protection definition, the prevalence figure I want you to take away today is 4% and nothing else.  To focus on any other figure is to deny the realities of elder abuse, and none of us want to do that.
So let’s be clear.  At least 342,000 older people are facing abuse within our society.  That’s greater than the populations of Leicester, Cardiff, Aberdeen or Belfast.  
We have the equivalent of cities of old people being abused.  And it’s happening right in our midst.  By partners, sons, daughters - and too many of our domiciliary care staff.  It’s a sobering and solemn future for those of us not yet old, and a fearful reality for too many of us who should be enjoying their ‘twilight’ years. 
And, let’s not forget.  Even those figures are conservative.  They understate the scale of the issue in the community, and they do not include institutions.  

Some of the results will frighten, such as the estimated 42,000 older people experiencing sexual abuse.  No words can describe what this means to the victim.

But other figures will anger: it is unacceptable that one fifth of theft is carried out by domiciliary care staff, the very home helps we pay to care for our older people.  We need to know why, and we need to change that situation urgently.    

Of course the reality is that we’ve become accustomed to hearing about elder abuse in care homes, and about ‘bed blocking’ in hospitals.  But, what this Report demonstrates is that it really is not about where someone lives, or about who provides the care.  It is about how we view and treat those who have become old in our society.  And we should all be very, very ashamed of what it tells us.


The figures are staggering and quite frankly, many of the victims would get a better deal if they were in our prisons.  Some of our older people have a worse life than we give to our common criminals.  What does that say about us?

And we cannot in good faith claim that any of our nations are the havens of safety and security that retirement warrants - particularly when 76% of those surveyed indicated that the impact of the abuse was either serious or very serious on them.


The truth is that we’ve stopped seeing our older people as a positive resource, and instead view them as a burden or as a ‘demographic time bomb’ waiting to explode in our faces.  And this is the consequence.  
Not one of the Survey’s respondents had apparently approached the Adult Protection systems in their local area.  But I have to ask, ‘Is that really any wonder?’  Our children are protected by legislation (the Children Act 2004), but our current system for adult protection is at best a second class approach to protection.  No doubt we can improve it.  But, sooner or later, we will need to scrap it and start again.  

The Prevalence Report must be viewed as ‘time out’ for Governments, care staff, and families.  It warrants a complete change of direction, equivalent to the ‘education, education, education’ strategy and nothing less will do.  Because elder abuse is complicated.


In some circumstances, this is about money and the funding that we provide to care, health, and protective services.  
In some circumstances, it is about being a damn sight more robust in dismissing care staff and, when warranted, sending them to prison – and that includes some of the sons and daughters who so casually steal from their parents.  And it certainly includes those who sexually assault our old people.   
But we need to recognise that it is also, in some circumstances, about accepting that we are not supporting families enough when they are trying and failing to provide care.  
A stark message from the Prevalence Study is that two thirds of abusers are partners or other family members, with three quarters over the age of 65 years of age themselves.  While some of this is domestic violence, some of it is also the reality of older people struggling to care for other older people.


Now I want to welcome Ivan’s announcement today that No Secrets will be re-written in the light of this research.  Ivan has been a good friend to vulnerable adults and I know he has a personal commitment to our issue.  It has been very productive working with him so far, and I have no doubt that will continue.
I also want to welcome the intention to seriously consider the introduction of legislation.  It’s a call we’ve been making for quite some time now and it is badly needed.  And of course we are pleased that the Government will now proceed with introducing the National Data Monitoring process.  It will help the process greatly.
We do not treat the protection of our elders with the same priority as the protection of our children, and this must end.  You hurt as much at 78 years as you do at 8, and we need an equal response to that pain.  Until Governments accept that reality, they can never address the issue with the seriousness it deserves.

But this report isn’t just for governments.  It‘s for all of us. Because we are all responsible for what is happen.  So I want to briefly highlight a number of our calls today:

· To Comic Relief.  Well done, and I really mean that.  But please follow through with similar research funding into care homes, the NHS, and BME communities.  Let’s get the whole picture, because it is so badly needed.

· To the media.  Please don’t let this be a one-day wonder.  These are your mums and dads as much as anyone’s – and perhaps you in the future.  Work with us to put this issue constantly in front of the public.  Let’s do to elder abuse, what’s been done to domestic violence.  It should be totally unacceptable within society.

· To the public.  We cannot put responsibility for this onto anyone but ourselves.  Let’s feel righteous anger today, and do something about it.  But let’s do it today, tomorrow and everyday.  Most elder abuse can be seen, if you just open your minds and your eyes to see it.  Sadly, we currently do neither.
· To all those commercial ventures out there who have a social conscience.  Childline runs at over £17 million per year.  Our Elder Abuse helpline runs at £180,000.  Help us reach all those older people who are suffering needlessly in silence;

· And finally, to politicians. This is bigger than party politics.  This is bigger than all of us.  Let’s have cross-party consensus that targets this scandal.  Let’s ask Gordon Brown to make it his first no 10 summit as PM. And let’s not stop until every older person has an equal chance of safety and security. 
Because sixty years ago, men and women fought in boats, planes and on the ground.  They huddled in ‘Anderson’ shelters and tube stations.  They accepted rationing and the day to day fear of death.  They had it rough and they died in their thousands.  All to give us the life and the society that we so readily now take for granted.

The survivors of that War are the 342,000 we are abusing.  

So, what are we going to do about it?
