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The impact of our ageing population cannot be ignored
With retirement-to-working ratios set to reach levels comparable to Japan, ageing is a pressing question, writes Liz North
Comments (…) 
Given the UK's rising unemployment figures, it's perhaps understandable that another trend in the labour market has slipped down the agenda.
Concerns about our rapidly ageing population (a bit like climate change perhaps) don't appear to be an immediate priority. Worrying about there being fewer people of working age seems, at first glance, misplaced at a time when unemployment figures are topping 2 million.
But we must worry about it and plan ahead, recession or no recession.
5050vision, the North West of England's forum on ageing, today publishes a ground-breaking strategy designed to tackle both the challenges and the opportunities of the ageing population.
Everybody's Future – A North West Regional Framework for Ageing is the first time an English region has brought together the public, private and voluntary sectors to develop a coherent response to this pressing issue, on a region-wide basis. Partners including Age Concern, the North West Regional Development Agency and NHS North West have signed up to a detailed set of priorities for action for the next two decades.
In the North West, as elsewhere in the UK, the baby boomer generation will come of age in the next few decades. We expect to see a 40% rise in the over-60s age group. And the aged dependency ratio (the number of people of retirement age for every person of working age) will soar.
At the moment the aged dependency ratio here is 0.3:1. By 2030 it will reach 0.42:1. In rural and coastal areas, the problem will be particularly acute. Cumbria, for example, is bracing itself for a ratio of 0.7:1. That would put it on a par with Japan, which has the highest ratio in the developed world.
Failure to respond to these changes will have disastrous consequences for the region – including labour and skills shortages, falling productivity and startling disparities in health and wealth among the population. There are implications for all areas of public policy, and for the private and the voluntary sectors, which is why we brought all of these together to produce the framework. The framework recognises that a response to the ageing population has to be co-ordinated and that it has to broaden its focus beyond the more obvious economic implications – encompassing new approaches to health, housing and transport. Crucially, barriers to employment and retention in work must be removed. We have recommended the abolition of the compulsory state retirement age and the creation of an 80% target employment rate for 50- to 65-year-olds.
As a region we have also agreed to review comprehensively the housing needs of older people, to adapt existing homes to support independent living, and to develop a new set of procurement standards for private sector developers building homes for an ageing population.
We will develop regional transport strategies that take account of the needs of older people. And, given the over-50s are set to become the largest consumers of health and social care services, we are committed to an emphasis on preventative services and early intervention, and to ensuring greater choice and flexibility of provision.
It's time we recognised that the ageing population does not just present us with problems but also with huge opportunities – opportunities to rethink working patterns and to retain a vital talent pool within the UK economy. We need radically to rethink our views on the ageing process and retirement. And we shouldn't wait until the recession is over to make a start.
• Liz North is project manager at 5050 Vision
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