DEBATE – KAY CABERRY

JEREMY: 
I’ve got one point that I’d just like to shift onto other forms of work for a second.   Terry Mills from Prime Gomley.  Our organisation, he says, has helped over 12 hundred people of over 50 become self-employed.  Many of these have started their own businesses because they can’t find employment.  What do you feel about that?  Do the unions see the opening up as an other market for self-employment and I think I would add for social enterprise which can particularly maybe be of benefit to and be served by older people working in their communities and in business which aren’t there just to make profit, but are actually there to generate money but also to do social good as well?

KAY:
Yes, I do come back to what I said earlier though, which is that unions main concern is working people including working people who have been on low income who depend on the income that they can get from employment.  So you know I wouldn’t want to pretend that that isn’t still a real problem and that individuals main concern throughout their working lives, many of the individuals who are members of unions is to maintain some level of income and that sometimes is not possible for them for a whole range of reasons that we might come to.


But for those people who have got other opportunities open to them where there are support structures.  Well certainly you know let the thousand flowers bloom.  If people are able to find fulfilling activities that can bring them some income, that can enable them to help communities flourish, then yes unions would want to encourage that. 

JEREMY:
Let’s talk just about the today’s older workers for a minute.  Do you have a perception – is there information coming through to unions which says that actually on balance a lot of people would like to remain active in the labour force for longer?  Or is there on balance a feeling that actually they don’t want to be asked to stay in the labour force, they really would like to have their pensions and get out of it and live as in many cases they expected they were going to be able to?

KAY:
I couldn’t say on balance it’s one or the other.  Because it quite genuinely is not one or the other.  We’ve got union members who are saying to their unions they don’t want to be forced to retire early, they want to be able to stay on as long as they would like to and they want to have that choice.  They would like to see forms of support that perhaps aren’t there for them.  They perhaps want to when they’re older work more flexibly, they might want to work part-time, they might want to change the structure of their work somewhat.  


But equally there are trade unions members, particularly those who may have started work very early in their teens, who get to their late 50’s and 60’s and think I’ve done enough, I’ve made my contribution to society, now’s the time for me to pick up my pension and put my feet up, or do something else in my community.  So I’m sorry I’m not answering your question but there is no one answer to that question.  


What the unions are concerned about is that older workers or workers in other age ranges are not viewed on as an undifferentiated lump.  I mean we’re talking about individuals who’ve got different needs, different aspirations and different requirements.  And so we would like to see public policy more finely attuned to individuals needs. 

JEREMY:
Yes.  Lindsey St. John from SWOOP - South West Opportunities for Older People.   Lindsey has come to the point that you raised briefly a few minutes ago about the quality of work and Lindsey is saying that the statistics suggests that the UK is employing a higher number of older people than many other European countries and this is increasing.  I mean our general employability levels of course are higher than most other European countries.  But is also saying, however it would seem that many of these jobs as you said are low paid, low skill and carry no prospect of being anything else.  

 
Many older people want something more than this, particularly if they’re well qualified and have previously experienced successful working lives.  So we’re talking now about what’s available as well to those who are scaling down their working lives but want to remain in employment.  What can we do to ensure that work for older people isn’t purely limited to this kind of job? 

KAY:
Well, that is a very difficult question and I do think it comes back to what I said at the beginning about attitudes and the mistaken view that once you’ve been around for a few decades that’s it, you’re too tired, you’re not going to be able to do anything demanding. All that’s left for you now is to cruise to retirement and pottering around the garden.  So it is down to attitudes and I think that the more that we can see – we’re coming to trading you said Jeremy – but the more that we can see attention to older people’s skills being serious and being properly funded the more older people will see being more productive, doing a different variety of jobs at a higher level and so it will become more visible, they’ll become more visible continuing to do more demanding work.  And that in itself will help to change attitudes. 
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