Summary
Age NI welcomes the opportunity to respond to this consultation. Our response is informed
by our knowledge of key issues impacting on older people, our work with Age UK, Age
Scotland and Age Cymru, and the views of older people who have engaged with us during
the course of this consultation. We endorse Age UK’s response to this consultation.

“When I come home from Age NI, the first thing I do is switch on the TV. I love
quizzes, I love anything like that and I’ll watch it till the dot disappears.
It’s company.
Why should they now try and take something off us that they’ve given to help us?”

Age NI firmly believes that…


The free TV licence for over 75s should remain. Removing or limiting the concession
would have a major impact on the lives of many of our oldest citizens, particularly the
most vulnerable who are living with some combination of disability, low income and
loneliness.



Government should retain responsibility for funding the free licence. It is not
appropriate for the BBC, as a public sector broadcaster, to make decisions about who
should receive concessions or to be responsible for funding what is, in effect, part of
our welfare system.



The BBC should not have accepted this change and responsibility in 2015. The BBC
should resist this change of Government policy which it was directed to implement
almost 20 years ago and which it has not requested to alter.



This is not just about personal income. It is about affordability. In the UK nearly three
in ten (29%) of people aged 75 and over live in poverty or only just above the poverty
line. More than half of this age group are disabled, so are likely to have lower
disposable incomes after paying for disability-related costs including paying for care
and other services, higher heating bills, extra laundry or having to use taxis.



TV is very important, not to say vital to many older people’s wellbeing. People aged 75
and over are more likely than younger people to live alone which, combined with the
high levels of ill health and disability, can make them isolated and dependent on TV for
companionship, entertainment, news and information.
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This additional cost may make older people face a difficult choice. We are concerned
that any change could result in some older people giving up their TV even if it is very
important to them, while others may cut back on heating or other essentials in order to
buy a licence.



None of the alternative options set out in the consultation paper is acceptable. The
BBC commissioned analysis shows that a 50% payment or raising the age above 75
would result in lower income older households losing a higher proportion of their
income than richer older households. Means-testing however, is not a solution. Linking
the concession to those in receipt of Pension Credit would miss the very poorest –
those who are entitled to help but have not claimed. It would also be very unfair to
those with incomes just above the threshold.

“I will be 90 this year and we’ve had a radio and we’ve had a television since
television started. We’ve always paid our licence and I think these last few years
when I’m on my own and I depend so much on it that the BBC should let us have it
for free. I mean I certainly will go on having it whether I have to pay for it or not but
it would mean making sacrifices, rescheduling my budget.”
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1. Introduction
Age NI is the leading charity for older people in Northern Ireland. We work with a network
of partners, including Age UK, Age Scotland , Age Cymru and local age sector networks
across Northern Ireland. We welcome the opportunity to respond to this consultation.
Our vision is a world where everyone can enjoy later life and our mission is to help people
enjoy a better later life. We achieve this in 2017/18 through 111,000 direct engagements
with older people in our care and wellbeing services and providing information, advice and
advocacy. In addition, our engagement and campaigning work ensures the voices of older
people are heard on the issues that matter to them.
We support capacity building and development of age sector networks across Northern
Ireland that provide services, resources and support to older people in local communities.
We develop innovative engagement approaches and participation opportunities to ensure
the voices of older people influence decision making at the highest level.
We campaign and lobby on issues that are important to older people. We currently
act as secretariat for the All Party Group on Ageing and Older People at the Northern
Ireland Assembly.
This consultation
We support Age UK’s #SwitchedOff! campaign on this issue and endorse the comments
made in their response. Our own response has been informed by the views of older
people in Northern Ireland who have engaged with us in various ways during the course of
this consultation.
We talked to older people in our day centres about what TV and the licence concession
fee mean to them. We ran a discussion session at our Have Your Say Day to hear the
response of older people and representatives of older people’s groups. We briefed
Northern Ireland political parties and met with a Northern Ireland MP.
During our engagement, older people expressed their feelings about how unfair this
change would be on older, vulnerable people and were anxious and concerned about what
it would mean for themselves and others. Older people expressed anger towards the
government for this decision. In addition, while recognising the particular challenge now
facing the BBC, they are frustrated and angry at the BBC’s response to government and
lack of resistance to its decision.
Quotes from older people are reflected throughout this response.
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3. Consultation and background papers
In general, Age NI is disappointed by the process of consultation, including the lack of
public consultation on the original decision that the BBC should take over responsibility for
the concession. We are also disappointed at the lack of direct engagement with older
people in Northern Ireland who would be most affected by a change of policy.
Furthermore, the format of the public consultation and response mechanism are unlikely to
be readily accessible by those older people most exercised by the proposed changes and
affected by them. The questions are quite complex and the paper gives a lot of weight to
different reform options with limited space to allow people to express their views if they
wish to retain the current concession. It is important that the BBC hears the voices of older
people including those who are not online (about half of those aged 75 and over), people
who have a disability, physical health problems or cognitive impairment, and those who
are less confident responding to formal consultations.
Age NI has been working to help ensure older people are supported to respond to the
consultation but believe the BBC should also be proactively seeking views from
disadvantaged sections of the older community. We have engaged with older people at
day centres and at events with discussion workshops on this topic. Comments and views
from these engagements are reflected in this response.
We are concerned that the report commissioned by the BBC from Frontier Economics
seems to start with a presumption that the current concession is unfair and should be
reformed. Frontier Economics produced two papers1 which are drawn on in the BBC’s
own consultation paper. In their review of funding Frontier Economics were asked to
answer the following questions:



What are the implications of reinstating the existing concession, and what are the key
features of a case for reforming the concession?
Are there particular options for reform which Frontier Economics recommends that the
BBC should be thinking further about?

In doing so they were asked in particular to look at financial impact, distributional impact,
feasibility and economic rationale. While they have produced a detailed economic
analysis, these background papers do not, however, consider views of older (or younger
people) or look at the adverse impact that removing the concession could have on
people’s lives.

1

Concessionary TV licences and the landscape of intergenerational fairness and Review of over-75s funding
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Health and disability
Ill health and disability increase with age. The high levels of ill health and disability among
those aged 75 and over is important in the debate about free TV licences because, as set
out above, this often leads to higher costs.
Furthermore, health problems may limit people’s ability to get out and about making the
television more important in their lives as socialising becomes harder. TV is a connection
and stimulation for many older people and is perceived by some to aid their overall well
being.

“Many people over 75 cannot afford the licence yet TV is their only life-line with
the outside world, especially if disabled.”

“I rely on it for information, entertainment and company. It keeps my mind
active.”
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5. Proposals for a new concession
The consultation paper sets out three main options for new concessions which the BBC
suggests could be ‘appropriate and affordable’. We believe the current concession should
continue unchanged. No option provides a satisfactory alternative and will not achieve the
same outcome as 100% Government funding but will impact negatively on older people.
Option 1: A 50% discount
This option is to continue to provide an over-75s concession but at a reduced rate of 50%.
From Age NI’s perspective this is clearly better than having no concession at all but it still
represents a considerable additional claim on an individual’s finances and, as the analysis
by Frontier Economics shows, results in a higher proportion of income loss for lower
income households than richer households.
We also note that halving the concession does not halve the cost due to administration
and implementation costs. Frontier Economics estimates that in 2020-2021 it would cost
56% of the full concession so 6% (around £24 million) would be taken up with
administration neither supporting older people nor increasing the income of the BBC.
And, as discussed above, we believe there are considerable practical difficulties in
explaining the changes and collecting fees from older people who have been used to a
free licence, especially for those with health issues.
Option 2: Raising the age threshold age to 80
The consultation paper states that raising the threshold to 80 would target those most
likely to live alone and who use the BBC most, however, the Frontier Economics paper
shows it would have the biggest adverse income on those who could least afford it. The
poorest 10 per cent of over-75 households would lose 0.8 per cent of income on average,
compared to richest 10 per cent who would lose 0.1 per cent of income.
A higher age would not only delay the age at which the concession starts, but would mean
more people would not live long enough to benefit at all. Disadvantaged groups are likely
to be affected as life expectancy varies by socio-economic factors and where people live.
We also know from the reaction to rises in women’s State Pension age that people feel it is
very unfair when there are steep changes to the age at which support is provided,
especially if little notice is given. If the age for the concession goes up to 80, someone
aged 75 could feel hard done by when they compare their position to a friend who is 80
who has already benefited from the concession for five years.
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Option 3: Means-test through a link to Pension Credit
The consultation paper considers a scenario where the free TV licence would only go to
households where someone aged 75 and over receives Pension Credit. This would
remove the concession from the great majority of people aged 75 and over. According to
the BBC’s Equality Impact Assessment, just 900,000 households would receive it and 3.75
million would have to pay. This may not take account of changes due to be introduced in
Northern Ireland in May 2019 on the eligibility of Pension Credit when both members of a
couple must have reached statutory pension age to claim Pension Credit.
Although the consultation paper states that this option would be ‘targeted at those with the
lowest incomes’, the analysis shows that, on average, the poorest tenth of over 75s would
lose 2.1% of their income. In reality, linking the free licence to Pension Credit would
exclude those on the very lowest incomes, namely people who are entitled to Pension
Credit but have not claimed it. Latest DWP estimates of benefit take-up in Great Britain
indicate that two out of five people aged 75 and over should be claiming but have not.


In August 2018, almost 46,000 people 75 and over claimed Pension Credit in Northern
Ireland The number of people entitled to claim this benefit and not receiving it in
Northern Ireland is not available.3

Many older people do not claim their entitlements for a range of inter-related reasons.
They may not know what support is available, may feel they are not entitled to any help,
may be put off by the process, or feel there is a stigma attached to asking for help.
Another major concern with linking the concession to Pension Credit entitlement is that it
creates an unfair position between those who get the benefit, and others whose income is
just above the threshold so do not. Take, for example, someone whose income is 20
pence a week (around £10 a year) too high to receive Pension Credit. Adding the TV
licence to the list of support linked to Pension Credit is likely to increase the numbers of
people who just miss out on any additional support because, for example, they have a
small private pension. People in this situation can find they are worse off overall than
others who are entitled to means-tested benefits and feel they are penalised for having
saved.
Any system of means-testing involves additional administration and the sharing of
information – older people may not want the BBC to know whether or not they are in
receipt of a means-tested benefit.
By its own admission, the BBC recognises that implementation of this option would be
complex and expensive.
www.communities-ni.gov.uk/system/files/publications/communities/benefit-statistics-summary-aug2018.pdf
3
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Conclusion
Removing or limiting the concession would have a major impact on the lives of many of
our oldest citizens, particularly the most vulnerable who are living with some combination
of disability, low income and loneliness.
We believe there is considerable opposition to the change from older and younger people.
The best solution would be for the Government to take back responsibility for funding this
support, meeting its manifesto commitments, and supporting its stated policy aims to
combat loneliness, poverty and support independence.
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