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Equality, not austerity 
Ellen Lebethe looks at the challenge 

facing Black and minority elders 

over the next five years 
        

O 
n May 7, the electorate returned a 

Conservative Government by a slim 

majority.  

What we already know is that the last five 

years of the Coalition have been punctuat-

ed by a raft of austerity measures to dis-

mantle the Welfare State, cut public ser-

vices and benefits, privatise the NHS and 

create job and pension insecurity. 

The result being an increase in inequality 

and poverty, alongside feelings of hopeless-

ness across the ages. 

Most affected have been the young, wom-

en, the disabled and the most vulnerable 

including BME elders.  

Unfortunately, there is more to come.  

The chancellor, George Osborne has al-

ready indicated that there will be a spend-

ing review in July with £12bn welfare cuts to 

‘eliminate the structural deficit by 2018.’ 

The reality is that half of pensioners live 

on less that £223 a week and 20% on less 

than £170.  

One third of BME elders live below the 

poverty line and are economically disadvan-

taged. 

Many suffer from multiple health condi-

tions which are exacerbated by low in-

comes, rising fuel and food prices and poor 

housing conditions.  

BME elders are the highest users of pri-

mary care services and are more likely to 

use ethnic specific voluntary services in 

their local communities.  

With cuts to local authority budgets – 

meals on wheels, libraries, day centres, 

luncheon clubs, sheltered housing, domicili-

ary services and long term care in residen-

tial and nursing homes; BME elders have 

been deprived of the very services on which 

they depend.  

The outcome has been increasing loneli-

ness and social isolation.  

BME elders are more likely to reside in 

local authority or housing association prop-

erties.  

Caps on housing benefits to social hous-

ing and private tenants have resulted in 

BME older people being driven out of their 

areas with the loss of social support net-

works on which they rely. 

The government is intent on rolling back 

what remains of the welfare state and pub-

lic services.  

Future cuts will amount to the further ero-

sion of the quality of life of whole communi-

ties and especially the most vulnerable. 

In our call for dignity, respect and finan-

cial security in our later years, it is im-

portant that we recognise that while older 

people share similar concerns, hopes and 

aspirations, some are more disadvantaged 

than others and experience and respond to 

aspects of life differently.  

It is crucial therefore that we take into 

account the special circumstances and 

challenges facing BME Elders in our deliber-

ations and policies.  

As older people we want to live in a socie-

ty in which everyone is treated as being of 

equal value and our needs met accordingly. 

BME elders are often at the forefront of the 

campaign against austerity © NPC 
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Linking young and old Queen’s 

Speech with 

little on offer 
T 

he new government has 

outlined a number of 

measures in its first 

Queen’s Speech, but pensions 

and care were largely absent. 

Among the bills to be put for-

ward is one that will freeze Na-

tional Insurance, VAT and in-

come tax for five years, along-

side other plans to raise the 

personal tax allowance to 

£12,500 by the end of the Par-

liament. 

But a number of concerns 

remain over the plans to inte-

grate health and social care 

through devolving budgets to 

local authorities, the plans to 

exclude existing pensioners 

who would otherwise benefit 

from the new state pension and 

the refusal to use the Retail 

Price Index for uprating pen-

sions and benefits in the future. 

O 
ne of the surprises since 

May 7 was the appoint-

ment of Ros Altmann as 

the minister for pensions. 

Ms Altmann is not an MP, but 

will take on the role as a Con-

servative member of the House 

of Lords. 

Previously she has been a pen-

sions’ advisor to Tony Blair’s 

government and the head of the 

older people’s leisure and insur-

ance company, SAGA. 

One of the most important 

issues facing the new minister 

will be the 500,000 UK pension-

ers who have retired to coun-

tries such as Australia, Canada, South Africa or large parts of the Caribbean and who have had 

their state pension frozen at the 

level they were when they emi-

grated. 

The NPC believes it’s an injus-

tice that they lose out while 

more than half a million other 

expats get the annual state pen-

sion increase because they have 

ended up in other countries 

where the freeze does not apply. 

Later this year, the NPC will be 

taking part in a fresh campaign 

to highlight the injustice of 

‘frozen pensions’. 

The NPC will also be seeking a 

meeting with the minister so 

that this, and many other issues 

can be raised. 

New minister faces same old problems 

Claude James looks at the 

importance of linking 

young and older workers 

 

T 
he first Black Workers’ 

Conference was held in 

1988 and came about as 

a result of years of complaints 

and criticism by Black trade un-

ionists, that trade unions were 

not representing the interests of 

their Black members in the 

workplace. 

Black union activists felt that 

the conference was a talking 

shop and the issues that were 

discussed and agreed were nev-

er actioned.  

In 1993, the TUC agreed to 

establish a National Race Rela-

tions Committee, to appoint 

three members from that com-

mittee to sit on the General 

Council.  

Now many years on, the TUC 

stages a three day Black Work-

ers Conference, which the NPC 

attends. 

This is an important part of our 

work in trying to unite the gener-

ations in the campaign for pub-

lic services and the welfare 

state, and shows that we share 

the same concerns. 

Older people face greater poverty 

O 
ver the past few years, 

older people have often 

been portrayed as hav-

ing escaped the austerity 

measures at the expense of 

younger people. 

However, the latest figures 

from the Office for National Sta-

tistics show that almost 40% of 

those aged 65 and over in the 

UK experienced poverty at least 

once between 2010 and 2013, 

compared with around 30% of 

those under 65. 

Almost a third (33%) of the UK 

population as a whole experi-

enced poverty during the same 

period, equivalent to 19.3m peo-

ple, compared to just 25% 

across the EU. 

Evidence also shows that cer-

tain groups are more likely to 

experience poverty than others. 

These include single parents, 

women, retired people and 

those from minority communi-

ties. 

Claude James (right of banner) on a NPC demonstration © NPC 

The UK’s state pension remains one of the least adequate in Europe and 

it is unlikely the new pensions’ minister will be able to improve it © ILC 


