
LAUNCH OF CONSULTATION ON PAYING FOR CARE IN WALES

I am delighted to welcome you all to the National Assembly for Wales to be part of the launch of our debate about future policy on paying for care in Wales. 

Almost every family in Wales faces the reality that people may need care and support because of age or disability.  Because of the major changes - both demographic and societal - that will affect the care system over the next 15 to 20 years, we need to think carefully about how that system needs to change so that the needs of service users are most appropriately met.

At the turn of the last century there were 19 people working for every one retired. That number has now decreased to four working for every one retired. By 2021 people over 65 will make up over 1 in 4 of the population in Wales - a higher proportion than elsewhere in the UK. The nature of families has become more diverse and they are far more likely to be living away from older or disabled relatives needing care. Our attitudes and expectations are also changing: we increasingly demand services of a higher quality, and rightly so. Given all of these changing factors, it is vital therefore to debate how we can create a high quality, affordable care system for a rapidly ageing population.

In our strategy “Fulfilled Lives, Supportive Communities”, we set out our vision for improved social care services over the next ten years.  We want to ensure that people are provided with more accessible, personalised care at an earlier stage, helping them to maintain their independence. Work has already begun on modernising social services. The debate we are starting today will be complementary and concentrate on the debate about paying for care, and the future balance of responsibility between state and individual and their families.  At this stage I want to see a debate about the aims, principles and values we need to establish. The detailed proposals about how the current arrangements for paying for care might be reformed will be considered in the Green Paper we intend to publish in the Spring. Implementation of any reforms that are agreed will likely need further legislation too. So whilst change will not happen in the short term, it is important we start this debate now and have a wide ranging dialogue about the options for the future. A number of countries around the world have already reformed their systems for paying for care and in England a debate was started earlier this year. As non devolved benefits are included in the scope of the work in England our debate in Wales will run along parallel lines so that there is consistency and coherence. 

There are a number of important issues that I want to see debated in Wales in an open and honest way over the next 5 months. For example when thinking about the balance of responsibility we also have to think about what role the Government should play in supporting individuals and families in saving and in helping protect them from the risk of high costs. There are a number of other questions to explore too:

· Should the Government do more to ensure that people prepare for the costs of their own care, for instance by making some sort of saving for these costs compulsory? 

· Should the system be the same for everybody or should we consider varying the ways we allocate government support for individuals according to certain principles?

· Should there be one system for everyone or different systems depending on the type of need for care and support that somebody has?

· Which is more important: local flexibility or national consistency?

· What should the balance be between targeting government resources at those who are least able to pay and having a system that supports those who plan and save?

The current arrangements can be complex and difficult for users to understand and navigate; we want to explore how we might create clearer rules, based on shared values that are affordable both for the Government and the individual. 

It is inevitable that the issue of Free Personal Care will also be raised during this debate.  Whilst I would not want to stifle this or any other argument on the options for our future policy on paying for care, it is only honest that I say now that I do not believe that with the significant increase in numbers of older people in Wales over the next 10-15 years that Free Personal Care will be affordable for us.  

As part of a programme of engagement that starts today with the launch of this consultation paper [show document] I am also establishing an Advisory Group of key stakeholders to examine the themes emerging from the debate and advise me by the end of March on the advantages and disadvantages of the various models that might be considered for the future.  We will be holding national conferences in both North and South Wales and providing materials for local authorities, voluntary organisations and existing networks and forums to directly participate in the debate themselves.  We have also developed an interactive web site on Paying for Care that from today will enable people to respond to the key questions.

This document that I am now launching explains the challenges facing us in respect of the care system and highlights the key issues of principle and values that we need to consider about how care is paid for. This is a vital opportunity to engage in a debate about our future – a debate that will affect nearly every family in Wales at some time and help shape the options for the Green Paper on paying for care.  I will therefore conclude by inviting all to join this debate with an open mind, realism and importantly a sense of vision about how the policy for this important issue should be shaped for the future.
994 words
1

