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Ruth Marks
Pnawn dda      Good afternoon
Thank you very much for inviting me here today.

I am honoured to be amongst such distinguished guests and have been pleased to meet so many interesting people yesterday evening and during the course of the day.

From attending previous Care & Repair conferences, I know how much information you will have received and how many ideas will be buzzing round your heads.

Last night I heard Annie Williams say that she was giving her first pre dinner speech - well this is the first time that I've been asked to make a presentation at the end of such a full conference.  

I'm going to tell you about the Older People's Commission, what has happened since I took up post in April and outline my vision for the future.

Before I start I'd like to tell you about the first official meeting I held with older people when I came into post.
I wanted to involve older people in the early development of the Commission.
The task was to design a logo and strap line.  I met with members of the University of the 3rd Age.

They gave me lots of useful ideas and contacts which have led to a very successful competition with over 100 entries.

One of the U3A members said to me at the end of our meeting "You don't know how much it means to us that you have come to see us, you have sought out our opinions and you are listening to them."
I found that to be a very salutary message and one I have reflected on since.  As Care & Repair staff I'm sure you hear this message from clients on a regular basis - thank you for listening.

I took up the post of Older People’s Commissioner for Wales on 21st April. 

On day one I arrived with my set-up team to a temporary office that had a few desks, telephones and chairs. No computers, no printers and at that point no bank account and no money!

That has changed slightly, we have a bank account, some funds, an IT system and we are about to move to our permanent offices in Cardiff Bay.

Awaiting me were over 400 items of correspondence sent by people and organisations across Wales before I took up post. Quite an accomplishment since I didn’t have an address at the time!

These letters contained everything from requests to speak at conferences to the most worrying descriptions of treatment of older people.

I’ll now move on and give you an overview of my role and powers and how this links in with the work of Care and Repair.
My role was established by legislation in 2006, The Commissioner for Older People Wales Act.  The Commission is constituted as a corporation sole, I am the Accounting Officer and there are several parallels to the Children's Commission.

I am completely independent of government. 

My role is underpinned by the UN Principles for Older Persons and my main responsibility is to seek out the views of older people and act in their best interests.

My legal powers enable me to investigate, scrutinise and challenge most public bodies in Wales.

My responsibilities as set out by the Act of Parliament are:

· To promote awareness of the interests of older people in Wales and of the need to safeguard those interests

· To promote the provision of opportunities for, and the elimination of discrimination against older people in Wales;

· To encourage best practice in the treatment of older people in Wales

· Keep under review the adequacy and effectiveness of law affecting the interests of older people in Wales

As you can see that is a very extensive remit and in my opinion, the best way to meet the many and varied expectations about the Commission is to work in close partnership with every relevant organisation and agency.  I see Care & Repair as one of those key agencies.

I am sure that together we will make a difference and improve the lives of our older population.

In order to develop my work programme I have to listen to older people right across Wales. The priorities that I will put in place - will be determined by what older people tell me.

And at the moment, dignity and respect, the standards of care and how older people are treated by those in authority are key messages I am hearing.

A little respect goes a long way. That can begin very simply by finding out how someone would like to be addressed to those in power ensuring that bureaucracy is not a barrier to entitlement, service and compassion.

Since April I have received over a thousand letters from people and organisations right across Wales, many of which are concerned with the living standards of our most vulnerable citizens.

As we are all growing older we must ensure that we are able to live our lives in a safe and healthy environment and this is most important for people who wish to remain at home.

Decent living conditions for all people must act as the cornerstone of all government policy aimed at the services for older people. 

Many older people I talk to want to live their lives independently at home. That is not to say that they do not want help and advice but they want sufficient and appropriate advice to allow them to live their lives as independently as possible and where they are making the decisions.


By the way - many people I speak to want to work beyond 65 – We read this week of the opinion of the European Court’s Advocate-General that discrimination on the grounds of age could be justified. 

Well I have an opinion too – To force people to retire against their will is neither fair or just and legislation must be brought in to outlaw this outdated form of discrimination.
Care & Repair Cymru does vital work in the community and I welcome your report “Have Your Say” which was launched at the National Eisteddfod earlier this year. I agree with the finding that “most older people wanted to remain independent and in a safe warm home”.

Your work in the community as a listening organisation, articulating the needs of older people to policy makers and grant funders is vital to ensuring that we can assist older people to remain in the home that undoubtedly has so many memories for them.

It is obvious from the letters and emails I have received from older people across Wales that the work you do is highly valued. If there are concerns they are usually to do with the lack of funds for building work or in rare cases the attitude taken by some building contractors.

I'll now move onto my vision for the future. 

Communication and building effective relationships will be a constant feature of my strategic approach.  

Older people need to access information, use services and engage in activities across the full range of civic society.

There is rightly a focus on health and social services but this will not distract me from engaging with older people on issues across housing, transport, leisure, education, planning – indeed every policy and service area.

We are working closely with Wendy Bourton and Vera Brinkworth and are currently drafting a memorandum of understanding so that we can ensure that both our organisations deliver the best service to older people in Wales.

I mentioned earlier that older people wanted to live in a safe and warm home.  With the spiralling cost of heating I am receiving letters every day from people concerned about the cost of heating. Many are having to choose to eat well or heat well and in the 21st Century this simply is not good enough.

The government’s announcement two weeks ago on fuel efficiency is welcomed as a long-term solution but older people need help now ! 

With some people’s fuel bill almost doubling in what was a poor summer and winter just round the corner I am today calling on the government to double the Winter Fuel Payment for this year. 

On the government’s own projection this will cost just an extra £1.5billion. 

The global rise in fuel prices is no fault of the older people in Wales and they should not have to live in fear of the cold.

I hope Care & Repair Cymru will continue to carry on the good work that is so important to providing a healthy lifestyle for our older people. To ensure this we should insist that the budgets allocated by the Welsh Assembly Government to local councils for home improvements are spent on home improvements and not lost to other policy areas within the authority. Whether you are in Barry or Bargoed, Wrexham or Welshpool you should be able to easily access those funds allocated by government.

In conclusion, your conference title is Champions, Commissioners and Care & Repair.

Speaking with Wendy yesterday I think your suggestion that older people themselves should be both the champions and the commissioners is an excellent one.  I have an example to support this from things that have been said to me over the past few months.

I have heard the question – “Older People’s Commissioner – so what?  Well the response from older people at the first consultation meeting I held was “We do not want to be so what, we want to be what next.”

At the second consultation meeting the delegates said “Forget about what next – what’s now?”

At the third meeting the delegates said “What is now and how can we be involved?”

Older people want to be engaged to inform policy that affects their lives, their homes and their independence.  

Older people in Wales have a powerful voice and as independent Commissioner I will support their voice to be heard.

I look forward to working with Care & Repair Cymru in the future and I wish you every success.

Thank you very much - Diolch yn fawr.
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