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Press reaction to the social care Green Paper
Malcolm Payne

As always the quality press (BBC, Guardian, Independent, Telegraph, Times) has comprehensive coverage, and as often on social issues, the Guardian in particular covers both personal and institutional experience with a sympathetic review of the issues. Many of the quality papers also have financial advice about how to cope with the present system, although the Telegraph is fairly nastily focused on playing the system, while the Guardian is better at saying why it’s so difficult, and has case studies about how difficult it all is. The Mail does a good job at a fair explanation of the issues. What is striking is the focus on the costs, although the government made a rod for its own back here by concentrating on the financing, rather than broader social care issues, which does not give a good picture of everything we need to do, and did not focus enough on improving quality. Some of the frankly offensive treatment of the proposals as an unfair tax on the middle classes may well reflect a realistic assessment of their readership’s attitudes. However, the people I meet doing public information sessions on the care system are much more thoughtful about the financial issues and sympathetic about the needs of the system. I think this is an area where the more rabid politicisation of the issues is wide of the mark of many people’s attitudes.
BBC

Consistent with its usual informative and thoughtful approach, the BBC has three relevant items.
Headlined Compulsory social care plan (a bit of a misdirection I think) Nick Triggle main article on the website covers the options and provides some useful background covering the other countries in its final comments: 

It will be another five years before any changes come into effect. 

The shake-up has only been proposed for England although Wales and Northern Ireland, which both use means-testing, are considering reform. 

In Scotland, everyone who meets the criteria gets free social care although that threshold is set quite high to only include those with the most severe needs. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/8148116.stm 
Alongside the news item, it has a good Q and A column. An example of the useful content of this is the astue ending on costs:
The government's proposals did not mention money - partly because any changes would be so far away that it was impossible to say what the budget would be. 

Nonetheless, unless there is a significant increase in investment the fact that everyone will receive some level of free social care could mean the poorest may see the support given to them shrink. 

The new system may also lead to a tightening of the criteria used to determine whether people should get access to the system in the first place. 

This has happened in Scotland since free personal care was introduced and means only those with the most severe needs get help. 

What is more, the right to defer accommodation costs would require funding at least in the short-term until the state gets access to the proceeds from estates. 

The Tories have been quick to jump on this, criticising ministers for not providing properly costed plans. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/8149507.stm 

It also has a nice piece from the ‘Today’ programme, in which an older woman talks about giving up her memories to pay for her care: 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/8149507.stm 

Daily Express

The Daily Express main article by Sarah O’Grady is typical of the right-wing press in that it is pretty rabid in its support of the people who have saved all their lives, as against the feckless others (rather than accepting that they may just be too poor to save):

MILLIONS of pensioners could be forced to pay £20,000 into a compulsory insurance scheme to guarantee basic social care under plans unveiled yesterday.

The controversial proposal is one of three put forward by ministers to ease the current crisis in the English care system which is facing a £6billion funding black hole in the next 20 years.

But all three plans – contained in a Green Paper, Shaping the Future of Care Together – were criticised by charities, pensioner groups and politicians.

They pointed out that they would not put a stop to family homes being sold to fund long-term care.

And they did nothing to address the inequality that sees the middle classes penalised, while those who have failed to save will still get free, State-funded care.

Britain’s biggest pensioner organisation, the National Pensioners Convention, also warned that the proposals failed to tackle the problems people faced now as they would take up to five years to introduce.

http://www.express.co.uk/posts/view/113982/Pensioners-face-20-000-bill-for-long-term-care 
Its Comment column is even more for the middle classes:

LABOUR has been in power for more than 12 years, during which time it has had two enormous majorities in Parliament. 

Yet it has failed to address any of the fundamental issues concerning Britain’s ageing population. 

Not only has the pensions time bomb continued to tick but the question of who will pay for the care of increasing numbers of frail elderly people has gone unaddressed. 

Now, in the fag-end of its extended period in power, the Government expects people to take seriously a consultation paper setting out what might happen in the field of social care in five years time. 

When health Secretary Andy Burnham observes that “for too long politicians have avoided this issue”, it is surprising he can keep a straight face. 

Mr Burnham’s proposals would punish the middle classes by taking from them £20,000 each on retirement, while providing free care to individuals who have never bothered putting money by for their old age. 

Mercifully, it is overwhelmingly likely that Labour will be thrown out of office before these issues are settled. 

A more competent and courageous regime, with the interests of self-reliant Middle Britain at its heart, is required before this newspaper could consider supporting new taxes to fund an expanded state role in social care… 


http://www.express.co.uk/ourcomments/view/114063/Labour-cannot-be-trusted-to-pay-bills-for-social-care
The Guardian

As the public sector worker’s favourite newspaper, the Guardian covers the Paper well. However, even Amelia Gentleman’s comprehensive introduction focuses on the costs: it is headed Elderly face £20,000 bill in plan to defuse population timebomb
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2009/jul/14/green-paper-care-system-elderly 
The editorial position is sympathetic in its comment column, although like a lot of other media, it criticises the failure to act before now: http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2009/jul/15/editorial-old-age-care-funding   
There is also good supporting material: a case study of how hard it is to find a decent care home for anyone with standards:

Chohan, R. (2009) Social care green paper: 'The care left a lot to be desired and we didn't believe mum was safe'.

http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2009/jul/15/social-care-green-paper-elderly 

Amelia Gentleman also wrote a very good lengthy feature reporting on three days in a care home for older people which shows just how difficult it is to do this job well.

Gentleman, A. (2009) A day in the life of an old people's home

http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2009/jul/14/older-people-care-home 
There is also a photo gallery on the internet of her experience:

http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/gallery/2009/jul/15/older-people-care-home-photographs 
All of these pieces reflected reality very effectively. Why can’t the rest of the press do this? As with the Telegraph, see below, there is a feature by Sam Dunn about paying the costs  of care under the present system, which is far more respectful than the frankly offensive Telegraph feature. 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/money/2009/jul/14/long-term-care-costs 
The Independent

The Independent also had good coverage. An interesting column by Deborah Orr makes a good point in its title: Old age is not an illness and its care needs to be paid for:

http://www.independent.co.uk/opinion/commentators/deborah-orr/deborah-orr-old-age-is-not-an-illness-and-its-care-needs-to-be-paid-for-1748068.html 

The focus in the main article by the political editor Andrew Grice is on the money:, as you can see from the title: Tax to end 'cruel lottery' of elderly care:
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/tax-to-end-cruel-lottery-of-elderly-care-1746480.html 
A leading article is sympathetic with the need to do something:

http://www.independent.co.uk/opinion/leading-articles/leading-article-social-care-needs-to-be-fairly-and-efficiently-reformed-1746359.html 

It also carries an article by Michelle Mitchell from Age Concern explaining why we need to do something:

http://www.independent.co.uk/opinion/commentators/michelle-mitchell-its-time-for-action-ndash-we-must-make-care-better-1746481.html 
Daily Mail

The Daily Mail article on the day is a fairly neutral account of the Green Paper. However, you can see the drift from its title: Elderly could pay £20,000 levy to fund long-term care under government plan to plug £6bn black hole 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1199604/Elderly-pay-20-000-levy-fund-long-term-care-government-plan-plug-6bn-black-hole.html#ixzz0LRNctbOk
As I have said before about the Mail, it often produces reasonable information in a well-summarised tabloid format.

However, when it gets to comment, it is very much for the tax-paying middle classes. Here are some excerpts from their piece in the run up to the Green Paper, by James Chapman, It is headlined: New stealth tax on middle classes to pay for care in old age.
The elderly are to be asked to pay thousands of pounds each to help create a new 'National Care Service' under radical proposals to be unveiled next week. 

Health Secretary Andy Burnham will vow to end the scandal of tens of thousands of people being forced to sell family homes to pay for a place in a care home. 

The Daily Mail's Dignity for the Elderly campaign has highlighted how elderly people who have worked and saved all their lives are left with no option but to sell up to meet bills of several hundred pounds a week. 

Ministers will hail the idea of a 'National Care Service' as equivalent to the founding of the National Health Service in 1948. 

But the flipside is that people will be asked to pay around £20,000 to guarantee they will have residential care paid for in the last years of their life. 

And an element of means-testing is likely to remain, prompting fears that the middle classes will continue to be unfairly penalised. 

Critics are likely to seize on the idea as another stealth tax. But ministers believe that with the cost of care in the final years of life often reaching £200,000, people will accept that a system of ' co-payment' is fair. 

They have ruled out the idea of a catch-all increase in National Insurance to fund reform of social care. 

However, there are fears that a benefit paid out to 1.6million pensioners will be axed as part of the reforms. 

The attendance allowance, which recipients use to pay for transport, heating costs, home helps and disability aids, could be phased out to help fund elderly care. 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1198969/New-stealth-tax-middle-classes-pay-care-old-age.html#ixzz0LRMG9NRe
Daily Telegraph

The Daily Telegraph also mainlines on the evils of the costs to the middle classes of care. They also have a lengthy article on their website giving wrinkles on how to the costs in the current system. 

Here’s the beginning of the Daily Telegraph main article on the Green Paper by Martin Beckford, for example: 

Every adult could be forced to pay £20,000 upon their retirement to cover the cost of old age care services that they might never need or use, under government proposals. Those who eventually move into a residential care home could then be faced with a further bill of around £17,000 a year to pay for their food and accommodation. 

The proposals for a “compulsory care scheme” - the favoured option among ministers out of several announced yesterday - would mean that middle-class pensioners who have saved and paid taxes throughout their lives could still have to sell their homes to pay for old age care.

Those who do not pay a lump sum could choose to defer their state pension to meet the costs. Even then, they could face having care and accommodation charges taken from their estates after their death. 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/politics/labour/5829111/Eldery-face-20000-bill-for-social-care.html 

And a Daily Telegraph finance section comment by Emma Simon (written I think when the contents of the paper were more of less known, but it was expected last week):

 …more radical thinking is needed when it comes to solving the problem of who is going to pay the rising costs of caring for an ageing population. 

It is a question that has taxed government ministers, Royal Commission, quangos, think tanks and charities for more than a decade. While all have agreed that the current system isn't working, no one has come up with an affordable, sustainable and fair alternative that is likely to garner widespread support. 

Last week the Government put forward its own suggestions in its Green Paper on social care funding. 

It ducked the chance to put forward one coherent strategy. Instead it has suggested various options, which include an insurance scheme and a plan under which all retirees would contribute up to £20,000 into a social care fund. This could see many people paying for care services they never use – while at the same time landing those who do need care services with further bills for residential costs. 

This doesn't sound fair, affordable or much of a solution. 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/personalfinance/comment/5842522/Comment-a-parent-in-a-care-home-costs-more-than-a-child-at-Eton.html 
The Times

The Times has fairly neutral coverage, again focusing on the costs; Sam Lister, the health editor’s piece is entitled: Elderly could have to pay £20,000 for care:

http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/health/article6709498.ece 
The socal affairs correspondent is a bit more focused on how the present sytem means that the middle classes lose out: 

Rosemary Bennet: End of two-tier care-home regime promises better deal for middle class

http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/health/article6695688.ece 

She also has a case study about the difficulty of findng suitable care: 

http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/health/article6695510.ece 
There is also an opinion piece by Lisa Harker from the Institute for Public Policy Research, although interestingly in the Business section, saying rightly that we have to do better as well as gettting the money right: 

http://business.timesonline.co.uk/tol/business/industry_sectors/article6716897.ece 
