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Introduction

Tom Berney

In October 2013 the Scottish Older People’s Assembly  Committee requested a history of 
SOPA. Committee members Brid Cullen and Dianna Wolfson had experience of 
undertaking research and dealing with archives, and responded to the challenge. The 
history they have written provides important information on the Strathclyde Elderly Forum, 
Better Government for Older People, the Older People’s Consultative Forum, (OPCF) and 
how SOPA was conceived and developed.    

Many older people have been involved in the Strathclyde Elderly Forum, Better 
Government for Older People, the OPCF and SOPA, contributing their time, enthusiasm, 
and experience to represent all of Scotland’s older population. This history gives an insight 
into their democratic journey from 2001 to the present day. Personal interviews, web 
research and looking at documentation were undertaken by Brid and Dianna. The task 
was not an easy one as information recorded online was found to be patchy, some of the 
organisations involved in the early days do not exist now and many of the professionals 
who played key roles are no longer in post. Information has been woven together and 
illustrated to give the older person’s direct experience of contributing to making Scotland a 
better place for older citizens. Their words reflect the concerns voiced by many others in 
later life who are not able to speak directly to officials and legislators. 

There are two parts to this report. Part 1 is set in the context of Better Government for 
Older People and ‘All Our Futures”, published in 2007 by the Scottish Executive. This 
strategy included commitments to develop significant resources to deliver opportunities for 
Scotland’s ageing population. The background of the Older People’s Consultative Forum 
and the Scottish Older People’s Assembly and how their stories interlink are also included 
in Part 1.  Part 2 is a summary of the main themes and outcomes of the Assemblies from 
2009 to 2013.  

Many thanks to Brid and Dianna for recording this history of SOPA. Current information on 
SOPA can be found at www.edinburgh.gov.uk/SOPA13

                                                                       

      Tom Berney, SOPA Chairperson, March 2014
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PART ONE

Background

In 1997 Strathclyde Elderly Forum facilitated a ‘Pensioners 
Parliament’ at the University of Stirling. The event was 
attended by over 300 older people from across Scotland. The 
delegates supported the establishment of a legislated 
‘Pensioners ‘Parliament but there was no follow-on action.

After the elections to the Scottish Parliament in May 1999, 
Ministers initiated a wide range of methods of engaging more closely with the people of 
Scotland to increase public participation and ensure that government policies related to 
people’s experience in real life.  In February 2001, Malcolm Chisholm, the Scottish 
Minister for Health and Community Care (with lead responsibility for older people), 
launched the Scottish Executive’s response to the report of the three Scottish Pilot projects 
in the Better Government for Older People Programme (BGOP).  His report focused on 
the implications, achievements and learning from the pilots. BGOP was set up in June 
1998 to help identify ways of improving service delivery; giving older people more say; 
celebrating their contributions; and encouraging improved partnership working.

28 Local Authority pilots were established across the UK to address issues such as access 
to information; living independently; healthy lifestyles; and employment.  The experience of 
the three Scottish pilots in South Lanarkshire, Stirling and Scottish Borders provided the 
basis of recommendations to the Scottish Executive and others to take forward the lessons 
learned over the previous two years.  Ministers welcomed the Scottish recommendations 
and the opportunity to respond on matters which were newly devolved to the Scottish 
Parliament.  Malcolm Chisholm wrote in his Foreword:

*We want to make a real difference through our actions on health, social justice, transport 
and housing as well as valuing the huge contribution older people make to the overall well-
being of Scotland”. 

Scottish Ministers announced their intention to ‘develop an over-arching strategy which 
blends our current actions to meet the needs of today’s older people with forward thinking 
about the demands of an ageing population in Scotland. This will be characterised by a 
listening approach – encouraging older people to shape and influence it. In the coming 
months, we will therefore discuss with those involved in BGOP and others with interests in, 
and responsibility for, older people’s issues possible models of engagement to help us 
develop a cross-cutting approach to future policy development.’  

In 1999, The City of Edinburgh Council commissioned a review of older people’s services 
in the city, in order to develop a 10-year “vision” for services to 2010 and a more detailed 
Action Plan for 2000-2005. This strategy was titled ‘A City for All Ages’ and was one of 
the first holistic, joint strategies for older people in the UK to promote the engagement and 
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profile of older people as active citizens. A strategy manager was appointed to be located 
in Corporate Services of the Council to implement the detailed action plan.

Actions

In 2001, two preliminary meetings were held to gather views from organisations working 
with older people, to ask what they wanted from the Scottish Executive.  The responses 
were:-

• A voice for older people in Scotland

• Better communication with the Scottish Executive, including more access to 
Ministers and civil servants

• Involvement in policy formulation and review

• Support for their structures, in particular, to improve information flow, participation 
and capacity building

• Good practice in consultation by the Scottish Executive

• No long drawn-out consultation processes about engagement

• A sustainable approach to involvement

• Involvement which is meaningful and useful for all participants

• Networking opportunities.

The Scottish Executive wanted:-

• To establish sustainable and inclusive working arrangements to enable older 
people’s voices to be heard, and make a real contribution to policy for older people 
across the Executive

• To get a better understanding of the needs, concerns and priorities of older people, 
and so respond better to them.

The conclusion was that a diverse approach was required to address both sets of needs, 
incorporating four elements – information, consultation, participation and partnership 
working.  
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”My organisation - the National Pensioners Convention Scotland -
campaigned for an Older People’s Consultative Forum in 2000-2001. 
George Henderson MBE was the T&G National Officer, and friends with 
Jack Jones. Jack met John Wilson (Scottish Pensioners Association) in 
March 2000, and they lobbied John Swinburne MSP for free travel, 
influenced by the free bus and train travel for older people in Ireland.  
Through this network we received funding to set up the OPCF and work 
towards better services, specifically free personal care and bus passes. 

We organised a march to the Usher Hall in Edinburgh, which was attended by many 
people from all around Scotland. Older people’s organisations were invited to join, and 
civil servants sent out the papers for meetings. All in all, the OPCF, which has become 
SOPA, has been very effective in bringing older people’s organisations together. And 
personally, it helps me stay fit and very active at 73!‘                           
          Alan Sidaway, Dumfries and Galloway 

The Older People’s Consultative Forum (OPCF) 

The OPCF was established in February 2002, to develop the element of partnership 
working, with a commitment to review its effectiveness after two years.  Its remit was to 
be:-

1. a means of communication between the Executive and Scotland’s older people

2. a sounding board for policy affecting older people

3. a source of advice for the Executive on identifying, and responding to, older 
people’s needs and aspirations, and 

4. a means of providing feedback to the Executive on the impact of policies.

Membership consisted of: 
• Alzheimer Scotland Action on Dementia   
• Older People’s Advisory Group
• Scottish Pensioners’ Forum
• Scottish Pensions Association 
• Black and Minority Ethnic Elders Group
• Confederation of Scotland’s Elderly 
• West of Scotland’s Seniors Forum 
• STUC 
• Age Concern Scotland
• CoSLA’s Spokesperson for Older People
• Help the Aged.  

An observer also attended from the Scottish Parliament’s Cross-Party Group on 
Older People, Age and Ageing.  
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Themes for discussion

The discussion paper provided for the Review of the OPCF in February 2004 indicates that 
six meetings took place between February 2002 and October 2003.  All but one was 
chaired by the Deputy Minister for Health and Community Care, who had lead 
responsibility for older people’s issues in the Executive.   In February 2002 this was Hugh 
Henry, September and December 2002 Frank McAveety, June and October 2003 Tom 
McCabe.  Fiona Hird, Head of the Older People’s Unit in the Scottish Executive, chaired 
the February 2003 meeting when the Minister was not available.  

Topics under discussion in that period included:-
• Housing provision
• Central Heating - Warm Deal Programme
• Free Personal Care 
• Concessionary Travel Scheme
• Poor transport provision in rural areas
• Physical activity and active ageing 
• Lifelong Learning Strategy.  

The meetings frequently discussed issues directly relating to legislation going through the 
Scottish Parliament.  Members contributed their views and perspective to Ministers about 
the Regulation of Care, the costs of care, rural transport and the need for integration of 
bus and rail services in rural Scotland, delayed discharge, the Concessionary Travel 
Scheme, age discrimination, anti-social behaviour and Anti Social Behaviour Orders. 

Some of the actions taken forward included approaches to the Secretary of State for 
Scotland about the Payments Modernisation Programme and Financial Literacy; problems 
with taxi cards being taken to the Transport Division; and a paper about Children’s Panel 
and age restrictions was sent to the Minister for Education.  In addition, Nicol Stephen, 
Minister for Transport, attended in February 2002 to discuss the consultation about 
proposals for a National Concessionary Travel Scheme.  Anne McGuire, Parliamentary 
Under Secretary of State for Scotland and MP for Stirling, attended in June 2003 to take 
part in debate about reserved matters, namely, pensions, benefits, and age discrimination; 
and Mary Mulligan MSP attended in October 2003 for a discussion about anti-social 
behaviour.  The early years of OPCF demonstrated its capacity to engage at national 
policy level on both reserved and devolved powers.

Outcomes from the Older People’s Consultative Forum

Papers reveal that the following specific outcomes were recorded from the introduction of 
OPCF in 2002 until its review in 2004:-

• Breaking down barriers between organisations
• Opportunities to raise issues and have regular meetings with Ministers
• Ministers were given the opportunity to hear directly the views of older people
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• Other Ministers had the opportunity to join OPCF for specific topics
• UK Government Minister, Anne McGuire MP, was involved to facilitate discussion on 

reserved issues of pensions and benefits, of major significance to older people

• Specific issues related to the operation of the Concessionary Travel Scheme were 
taken forward to the Minister for Transport – including discrimination, and fears 
about press reports

• Scottish Ministers made representations to the Secretary of State for Scotland 
resulting in closer working arrangements between Age Concern Scotland and the 
DWP around the UK Payments Modernisation System

• Officials who were developing policies heard a range of views from older people 
about services and how information should be tailored to the needs of older people

• Older people’s views were taken into account when considering  community care 
policies, particularly delayed discharge and care homes

• The issue of age restrictions for older people sitting on Children’s Panels led to 
older people contributing to the Review at an early stage, and their views taken 
forward to the Minister for Education.

The Review in February 2004 led to a decision to broaden the membership to represent 
people’s experience in more areas of Scotland, and also to extend an invitation to other 
minority groups.  Views were mixed about the inclusion of paid staff from organisations, 
with some people feeling that the Forum should consist only of older people, while others 
believed that the inclusion of paid staff was necessary to ensure that the views of older 
people were integrated into policy and practice in the relevant organisations.   It was felt 
that there should be greater involvement from Health Boards, Local Authorities, and other 
agencies providing direct services.   The Review recommended the continuation of the 
OPCF, with a target of meeting four times a year.  

“The need to be needed is extremely important. I was invited to join the 
Pilot Steering Committee of Better Government for Older People 
(BGOP) as I chaired the local Community Council and the Berwickshire 
Regional Forum of Community Councils. My involvement with the 
Forum came about through my role with BGOP and the local University 
of the Third Age. When BGOP’s two-year pilot ended, Borders older 

people decided to continue under the name Elder Voice, and I was invited to join the 
Forum.  I feel we’ve kept issues affecting older people closer to the forefront of the 
agenda and ensured they weren’t forgotten.  Older people felt that they had some 
influence. Without the OPCF there might not have been SOPA.  It was very important 
that areas like Borders, Highland and Grampian were included.”  
       Diana Findlay, Scottish Borders
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‘All Our Futures: A Strategy for a Scotland with an Ageing Population’ 

In October 2004, a government reshuffle resulted in responsibility for older people’s issues 
move from Health and Community Care to Communities. This was broadly welcomed as a 
reflection that ageing is a normal part of life, and not to be regarded as an illness.  

First Minister, Jack McConnell, attended the OPCF in May 2005, and took part in a 
question and answer session with members. Around this time, Ministers decided that it 
was important to develop a strategy to implement new thinking ahead to the needs of a 
growing ageing population.  It should be designed to look across the whole spectrum of 
themes affecting people throughout their lives – education, housing, leisure, employment, 
policing, media, transport, health and social care, caring issues – and engage the lead 
bodies in each of these themes to get their involvement in thinking and planning ahead for 
future generations of older people.     

A Ministerial Advisory Group was established in 2005 to develop the strategy for 
Scotland’s older people.  It consisted of specialists in health and ageing from universities, 
health and social care professionals, police, older people’s organisations, the business 
sector, and older people themselves. Sub-groups were set up to engage with the media, 
housing providers, employers, health professionals, transport bodies, and voluntary and 
private sector organisations. The consultation exercise from March – June 2006 received a 
large number of wide-ranging responses, and the document ‘All our Futures’ was launched  
in March 2007. The venue was a Midlothian primary school where an older volunteer 
provided a basketball club for pupils after school.  Both the First Minister and Minister for 
Communities were in attendance.  They emphasised that the strategy was not only 
intended for the current population of retired people, but affects every one of us as we plan 
for our retirement. It recognised that the changing demography brings opportunities to 
recognise the huge contribution made by older people as active volunteers in their 
communities, as well as the challenges of the rising cost of care in a growing older 
population.

An action plan of activities was set out under six strategic outcomes:

• Improving opportunities for older people to participate and be involved
• Forging links between generations
• Improving health and the quality of life of older people 
• Improving care and support
• Ensuring the right infrastructure is in place
• Offering learning opportunities throughout life.

To ensure implementation and monitoring of the action plan, ‘All Our Futures’ proposed:

1. Establishing a broadly based National Forum on Ageing

2. Holding a national stakeholder event

3. Developing indicators of success across the strategic outcomes

4. Providing regular reports to Parliament from 2008.
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Shortly after this launch, the Executive entered the pre-election period ahead of the 
Scottish Parliamentary elections in May 2007.

A change of government

Nicola Sturgeon, Deputy First Minister and Cabinet Secretary for Health and Wellbeing, 
chaired OPCF in August 2007, shortly after the SNP’s election victory in May that year.  
She said that the new Government had agreed to deliver the commitments in the ‘All Our 
Futures’ strategy, and welcomed this opportunity to engage with older people, and groups 
representing them, at this early stage of the new administration. Early priorities for action 
in implementing ‘All Our Futures’ were identified as:

• Establishing the National Forum on Ageing
• Developing proposals for the Scottish Centre for Intergenerational Practice
• Considering initial plans to raise awareness of ageism, and promote positive 

images of older people.

Ms Sturgeon’s view of the National Forum on Ageing was of a group which would 
harness the skills and experience of its members, including older people and deliver 
practical outcomes. It could have short-life groups working on specific themes such as 
increasing Benefit Uptake.  A small stakeholder group was already working with Brid 
Cullen, Director of the Retired and Senior Volunteer Programme on a proposal for the 
Scottish Centre for Intergenerational Practice, in discussion with the Director of the UK 
Centre for Intergenerational Practice.  The Minister asked for members’ views on ways to 
build on the success of the ‘One Scotland and See Me campaigns’, to ensure a strong 
successful media campaign to combat ageism.  She said that her Deputy, Shona Robison, 
would chair future meetings, but that she intended to stay closely involved with the work of 
OPCF.  New members, WRVS and the National Pensioners Convention, were welcomed.  
The new Government would continue the Coalition Government’s commitment to policies 
on Free Bus Travel, Free Personal and Nursing Care, and the Warm Deal, and Ms 
Sturgeon was determined to make these policies work effectively.   

Two meetings of OPCF took place in September and November 2007, chaired by John 
Storey, Head of the Older People and Age team in Scottish Government, to identify 
priorities and make recommendations for action.  Small working groups were already 
actively taking forward proposals related to the three major commitments of ‘All Our 
Futures’.  OPCF members decided it was premature to hold a national stakeholders’ event 
on the same year, and recommended instead an event the following year, as a 
springboard to announce developments relating to the National Forum on Ageing, the 
Scottish Centre for Intergenerational Practice, and the media campaign to combat ageism.  

Meantime, member organisations of the OPCF were developing work on a range of 
important issues to older people such as, central heating, benefits uptake, the needs of 
carers, and dignity in care.  A national network of organisations was meeting regularly to 
develop intergenerational work, and feeding in to the Working Group and proposal for a 
Scottish Centre for Intergenerational Practice.  Another group was developing the proposal 
for a Futures Group to develop forward-thinking policy and practice through seminars and 
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publications on the key strategic outcomes of ‘All Our Futures’. John Storey and 
colleagues were involved with these developments, and recognised the importance of 
keeping members of the OPCF updated about progress.   

The Holyrood elections saw a change of government in May 2007, that brought in an SNP 
administration, with new priorities for policy and spending powers.  The OPCF had helped 
to pave the way into this major development.  It was chaired by Shona Robison as Public 
Health  Minister, and her response to demands for an Older People’s Parliament was to 
propose an Assembly of older people in the Scottish Parliament chamber, organised by 
and for older people across Scotland.  Age Concern Scotland organise this event.  In 2011, 
City of Edinburgh Council agreed to take over this organising and coordinating role, and 
Glenda Watt’s record on equalities and ‘A City for All Ages’ proved invaluable to meet the 
challenge of ensuring wide representation across older people’s groups.  

In comparative terms, the Scottish Government funding of £30k is arguably a better use of 
public money than the Older People’s Commissioners in Wales and Northern Ireland, 
where the costs of office, staffing and administrative systems have to be provided by 
additional bureaucracy. 

Evolving roles: the Older People’s Consultative Forum; the National 
Forum on Ageing; Scottish Older People’s Assembly

The November meeting of OPCF discussed a paper by John Storey in the Older People 
and Age Team, advising that a NFA Implementation Group be set up to progress key 
actions and oversee the delivery of the strategic outcomes contained in ‘All Our Futures’, 
and that OPCF should continue as a Reference Group.  This group tried to clarify the 
respective roles of the proposed NFA and the OPCF as it currently existed.  Ministers 
valued OPCF as a way to ensure first-hand interaction with older people and key 
stakeholders, and appreciated it as a forum to seek views on work being done by Scottish 
Government, and to allow issues of concern to older people to be raised directly with 

“My role was the main conduit for dialogue 
between Scottish Ministers and older people and 
their organisations.  It was recognised that there 
was greater scope to engage Scotland’s older 
population through an Assembly, and that the 
implementation of the ‘All Our Futures’ would 
benefit from closer engagement with older people 
themselves. The Scottish Centre for 
Intergenerational Practice (SCIP) and the National 
Forum on Ageing (NFA) were the two key commitments of ‘All Our Futures’, and there 
was a further intention to deliver the integration of Health and Social Care.”
                                                         John Storey (now retired), Scottish Government
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Ministers.  The question was asked - how well did the OPCF reflect the diversity of the 
older population?  In response, it was decided to recruit more members from rural areas 
such as Highland, as well as groups working with carers and older people with disabilities.  

Negotiations were taking place over the proposals submitted to Scottish Government for 
the NFA Futures Group (chaired by Yvonne Coull) and the Scottish Centre for 
Intergenerational Practice (SCIP), and funding was granted in late 2007, so that the 
business plans could be implemented from early 2008. SCIP planned to hold road shows 
around Scotland, including the Islands, to engage people and showcase examples of 
intergenerational activities across the age spectrum. Three members of the OPCF had 
been co-opted onto the Committee, to engage with older people and their concerns.  
Research was being conducted to inform the media campaign, to combat ageism and 
focus groups were planned. Instead of a single national event for stakeholders, as stated 
in ‘All Our Futures’, the Scottish Government suggested 4-5 regional events in 2008 with 
themed workshops. Members supported this idea.

Progress report from 2008

When ‘All Our Futures’ was published in March 2007, it contained a commitment to report 
to Parliament.  The first of these was made in December 2008, covering progress made in 
relation to the high-level commitment, and an annex which listed all 47 action priority 
areas, and progress made against each.  The high level commitments in ‘All Our Futures’ 
were to:

1. set up the Scottish Centre for Intergenerational Practice (SCIP)
2. set up the National Forum on Ageing
3. deliver a campaign to combat ageism and promote positive images of older people
4. support the national event promised for 2007 – later moved to 2008/9, and 
5. report to Parliament.

1. SCIP - The Centre was established in late 2007, and managed from the Senior Studies 
Institute, University of Strathclyde.  One year later, it had developed an interactive website 
with accessible case studies, resource materials and newsletters. It delivered eleven 
introductory road shows around Scotland and set up a small grants programme called 
‘Connecting Communities’ to develop and promote intergenerational activities more widely.  

2. The National Forum on Ageing - The Implementation Group held its first meeting on 
16 September, chaired by Shona Robison, Minister for Public Health. Its remit was to 
oversee the implementation of ‘All Our Futures’, act as a champion, provide direction, and 
take thinking forward beyond ‘All Our Futures’ to new issues and challenges arising from 
the ageing population. Its members, included four older people - two nominated by OPCF 
(Agnes McGroarty, West of Scotland Seniors Forum and Elinor McKenzie, Scottish 
Pensioners Forum) and two others (Amy Kinnaird from Opportunities in Retirement, Ayr 
and Alan Spinks from Fife, UNITE). Organisations represented were CoSLA, Association 
of Directors of Social Work, Association of Chief Police Officers in Scotland, Community 
Service Volunteers - Retired and Senior Volunteer Programme, Age Concern Scotland, 
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Help the Aged in Scotland. Rohini Sharma Joshi represented housing and Black and 
Minority Ethnic communities.  The Forum had developed a Work Plan, in the context of the 
Scottish Government's five strategic objectives - a Scotland that is wealthier and fairer, 
smarter, healthier, safer and stronger, and greener.

3. Anti-ageism campaign - The Scottish Government commissioned work to develop a 
campaign to promote more positive images of older people and tackle ageism.   As a first 
step in the process, two pieces of research were undertaken. The first was qualitative data 
from 12 mini groups covering people aged 18 to over 70.  Quantitative research was 
undertaken by telephone surveys of 1,022 adults across Scotland (weighted roughly 
according to population).  The findings of these two pieces of work were consistent (this 
was unusual) and suggested that the campaign tone should create empathy, but not 
sympathy, for older people and should encourage people to reflect on their own views and 
behaviours.  The 'See the person, not the age' TV advertisement was voted the public's 
favourite of the week, in a marketing agency's weekly poll of 1,000 members of the public.  
The Scottish Government's ‘Infotruck’ also took the 'See the person, not the age' message 
round Scotland – presenting information about how older people could link in to 
volunteering opportunities in their own locality.  The campaign’s second phase would 
further reinforce this message to change attitudes.

4. National event - The ‘All Our Futures’ commitment was 'to hold a national stakeholder 
event at the end of 2007 to hear the initial plans for action identified by key stakeholders, 
in response to the Strategy’.  Following dialogue with the OPCF and other older people’s 
organisations, it was agreed to hold a series of events during 2008-9.  Seven regional 
events took place in Glasgow, Aberdeen, Inverness, Perth, Edinburgh, Borders, and 
Dumfries and Galloway.   A Black and Minority Ethnic older people’s event was planned for 
summer 2009. The regional events were organised and run by local older people's groups 
working together. There were themed workshops for delegates, as well as representatives 
from the Department for Work and Pensions, Scottish Helpline for Older People, Energy 
Watch and the Scottish Centre for Intergenerational Practice and Scotland Futures Forum.

Since taking office in May 2007, the SNP administration had adopted a new approach to 
Government, with a single, overarching purpose - to focus government and public services  
on creating a more successful country, with opportunities for all in Scotland to flourish, 
through increasing sustainable economic growth. They were committed to align 
government resources and policy to achieve this, and their 15 National Outcomes would 
be the driver for change which would benefit all Scotland’s people. They proposed an 
Older People’s Parliament to be held around Older People’s Day on 1 October 2009 to 
debate the key issues of concern.  It was to be organised by older people and their 
organisations, and facilitated by Age Concern Scotland.  An Annex listed 41 action priority 
areas with progress made by Scottish Government.
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SOPA’s inception

Shona Robison chaired the April 2008 meeting of the Older People’s Consultative Forum 
and suggested a one-off event should take place in the Scottish Parliament’s Debating 
Chamber, bringing older people together from around Scotland to debate issues of most 
relevance to them.  This was to be distinct from both ‘All Our Futures’ and the OPCF, and 
in addition to the National Stakeholder event outlined in ‘All Our Futures’.  It should come 
from older people's organisations, and be organised by them. She looked for suggestions 
and feedback as to how this could operate.  Ms Robison also informed the Forum that 
“Policing for Older People” was launched by the Association of Police Officers in Scotland 
on 28 February 2008, and copies were given to members.  

The SOPA Steering Group was set up to organise the programme, and ensure that the 
voice of older people was being reflected in the business of the Assembly.  In July 2010, 
organisations in the SOPA Steering Group included:- 

• Age Scotland (formerly Age Concern Scotland and Help the Aged) – David Manion
• Alzheimer Scotland – Barbara Barnes
• Dumfries and Galloway Seniors Forum – John White
• National Pensioners Convention Scotland – Alan Sidaway 
• Scottish Government Older People and Age Team – John Storey
• Scottish Borders Elder Voice – Diana Findlay
• WRVS (now RVS) – Andrew Jackson
• West of Scotland Seniors Forum – Agnes McGroarty

The SOPA Steering Group meeting on 27 July 2010 welcomed Betty Farmer from 
Highland Senior Citizens Network, Glenda Watt from the City of Edinburgh Council and 
Garrick Smyth from CoSLA.   Funding for the 2010 Assembly had been reduced from £35k 
to £25k, on the basis that it was a smaller event.  Age Scotland would again be 
responsible for the organisation of the Assembly, and had been asked by officials to draw 
up initial plans for the Assembly in 2011, for discussion with the Steering Group.  The 
Glasgow Royal Concert Hall was booked, and a date agreed when the Minister, Shona 
Robison, would be available to attend.  An invitation was sent to Steve Webb MP as 
Minister for Pensions.  A provisional programme was discussed, and prospective speakers 
agreed.  Member organisations started publicising the event to their networks.  
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The Older People’s Consultative Forum in its role as Reference Group

The only papers available indicate that the OPCF met in June, October and November 
2010.  Milestone events included:

1 June:   National Dementia Strategy launched

20 August:   Diabetes Action Plan launched

15 September:  SCIP Conference, Kings College, Aberdeen

10 November:  Scottish Older People’s Assembly, SECC Glasgow.

John Storey’s Scottish Government report to the OPCF in October 2010 referred to the 
National Forum on Ageing Futures Group’s two publications – 

• “Unlocking our Potential: Older People – a key to Scotland’s future?” (Sept, 2009)
• “Learning through Life: Older People – the forgotten generation? An overview of the 

current state of lifelong learning” (April, 2010).

A third publication became available on older people and employment, building on an 
event in Glasgow in May, entitled ‘Scotland’s Skills Challenge: Older People – An asset to 
the Workforce?’

The Futures Group’s next topic was creativity and older people. An event called Creative 
Ageing, in partnership with Creative Scotland, was held in Perth in March 2011.  Here it 
was announced that the Barings Foundation would fund Age Scotland to establish 
Scotland’s festival for older people known as ‘Luminate’.

Reshaping Care of Older People Programme 

John Storey reported on developments with this new initiative, introduced in 2009/10 as a 
structured approach to shift the balance of care of older people from hospital to home-
based support, in the light of increased life expectancy and the sustainability of budgets for 
health and social care.  A series of 11 events took place right around Scotland to engage 
the public between May and September 2010.  The evidence gathered was being drawn 
together for a stakeholder event in October 2010. This would draw up conclusions from the 
public engagement exercise. The Scottish Government would announce its plans for the 
future delivery of care towards the end of the year.

OPCF minutes from the meeting on 2 November 2010 (the last meeting for which we have 
records) show that it was chaired by the Minister for Public Health and Sport, Shona 
Robison in St Andrews House.  Papers are not available for the previous meeting on 21 
June 2010.  Organisations represented were:-

• Dumfries and Galloway Seniors Forum
• Highland Senior Citizens Network
• National Pensioners Convention Scotland
• Scottish Borders Elder Voice

15

http://www.luminatescotland.org
http://www.luminatescotland.org


• Scottish Seniors Alliance
• WRVS (now RVS) 
• Age Scotland
• CoSLA.

Members voiced their concerns about Local Authority funding for respite care in Glasgow 
and Highland region, and the Minister agreed to investigate this and discuss the matter 
with colleagues in the Ministerial Steering Group, which she chaired.  Members were 
asked for their views on the Rural Scotland consultation, and fed back their concerns 
about threats to community transport, and lack of coordinated transport provision in rural 
areas.  Fears were raised about increased regulation and risk adversity preventing the 
introduction of new ideas; palliative and end-of-life care; affordable adapted housing; and 
high-speed broadband availability. 

The 2010 SOPA Assembly was fully booked for 10 November, and a programme designed 
to help older people bring about change in their own lives.  There was discussion about 
sponsorship and involving members of the OPCF in organising the event.  The next 
meeting in early 2011 would be for a de-briefing and discussion about lessons learned.  

Although November 10th appears to be the last meeting of the Forum, another was 
planned for Tuesday 20 September 12.30 to 1.30pm when the Deputy First Minister and 
Cabinet Secretary for Health, Wellbeing and Cities Strategy, Nicola Sturgeon MSP would 
meet the OPCF in the City Chambers, Edinburgh. A further meeting was held on 5th 
December 2011 when the 2011 SOPA report was presented to the Deputy First Minister 
and a civil servant presented information of Scotland’s Housing Strategy for Older People.

Scottish Seniors Alliance (SSA) 2010

The Scottish Seniors Alliance held consultation events in Glasgow, Aberdeen, Edinburgh, 
Inverness, Dumfries and Galloway, Ayrshire, Inverclyde, Scottish Borders and Perth from 
June 2010 to January 2011 to gauge whether or not older people would be interested in a 
‘Pensioners Parliament’. SSA indicated that 800 responses were received from older 
people, councillors, MSPs and older people’s groups during the events.  SSA then wrote to 
all MSP’s, COSLA and the 32 Scottish Local Authorities in July 2012, with their proposal 
for an Older People’s Parliament in Scotland. At the SSA‘s AGM held in September 2012, 
they indicated that they had only received 19 replies from MSPs and Local Authorities, 
including a reply made on behalf of Scottish Ministers. Copies of all written responses 
were to be collated and presented to the First Minister. However this did not materialise 
and the First Minister did not receive any information. 
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PART TWO

Scottish Older People’s Assemblies 2009 – 2013

First Assembly - 2009

The first Assembly took place on 2 October 2009 at 
the Scottish Parliament.  It was organised by 
members of the Older People’s Consultative Forum 
and facilitated by Age Scotland. David Manion, 
Chief Executive of Age Concern and Help the Aged 
in Scotland, chaired the Steering Group. Other 
members of the group included Eugene Duffy 
(STUC); Sylvia Murray, COSLA; Andrew Jackson, 
(WRVS); George Henderson (National Pensioners’ 

Convention); George Paterson (Scottish Seniors Alliance); John Storey (Scottish 
Government); Barbara Barnes  (Alzheimer Scotland); Elinor McKenzie (Scottish 
Pensioners’ Forum); Agnes McGroarty, West of Scotland Seniors Forum; Diana Findlay 
(Change Agents). 

Opening remarks were made by Alex Fergusson, Presiding Officer, followed by an address 
by Nicola Sturgeon, Deputy First Minister. A panel discussion followed with questions from 
the audience, and in the afternoon there were breakout sessions and discussions.

A number of outcomes, recommendations and priorities were identified in the March 2010 
Assembly Report.  A month later the Scottish Government responded to all. Many people 
at this first Assembly expressed the hope that it would be possible to organise a similar 
event on a regular basis. Proposals were put forward that they should take place bi-
annually or annually. 

In response to this, the Scottish Government stated that ministers had stressed from the 
outset that the 2009 Assembly should be organised by older people, for older people and 
that this should be the pattern for future events. It would be older people themselves who 
would determine the frequency of assemblies. Ministers pledged their support for future 
Assemblies and agreed to continue to supply financial support from the Scottish 
Government - the same amount as 2009, namely £35,000. The steering group was asked 
to submit proposals and also to seek other sources of funding.

Some delegates were attracted to the idea of an Older People’s Commissioner for 
Scotland. No doubt this was influenced by the participation at the Assembly of panellists 
Ruth Marks, the Older People’s Commissioner for Wales and Sylvia Meehan, President of 
the Irish Senior Citizens’ Parliament. The reply was that Alex Neil, MSP had already 
proposed this in a Member’s Bill in the Scottish Parliament in 2006. The feeling was that 
there were ‘already too many commissioners or czars’ and the proposal was dropped. 
Reference was made to the cost of establishing a commissioner, and the high costs to the 
Welsh Assembly Government were cited.
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The third priority raised was the need to cater for the growing number of older people with 
internet access and to provide them with an Older People’s website, with access to 
information, services and advice. The response was that it would not be possible to set up 
such a website. It was stated the internet ‘is not designed so that information on a 
particular topic should be corralled onto a single website. In any event there is so much 
information available, relevant to older people, that it would be impossible to place it on 
one website or for one organisation to maintain the wide range of information accurately.’ It 
was added that the Directgov website was intended as a single portal to all services 
provided by the Government. This website is not organised by older age, but by subject.

The next issue was the problem in accessing the care services because of a combination 
of eligibility criteria and availability of services.The delegates stressed the urgency of 
addressing this problem.  The Government responded that local authorities were 
responsible for assessing individual needs and for providing services to cater for these 
needs. To quote: ‘The Scottish Government, together with the Convention of Scottish Local 
Authorities (CoSLA) issued joint guidance on National Eligibility Criteria for Social Care 
Services for Older People and Waiting Times for Personal and Nursing Care on 28 
September 2009.’

Appropriate housing for older people, with ‘warden services in sheltered housing and more 
housing built to lifetime home standard’ was another priority. In the Government response, 
reference was made to their commitment to enable older people to live in their own homes 
as long as possible. They cited their work on ‘Wider Planning for an Ageing Population’, 
part of the Reshaping Care programme which specifically referred to ‘the importance of 
housing and support services that will help to achieve this aim’. 

The attention of delegates then focussed on care homes and hospitals, with calls for 
improved quality of care. With regard to Care Homes, the Government referred to the 
establishing of the Scottish Commission for the Regulation of Care (the Care Commission) 
in 2002. This was an independent body working as the single independent regulator of 
care services across Scotland. The task of the Care Commission was to make sure that 
‘care service providers meet the Scottish Government’s National Care Standards’.

Turning to hospitals, they said that NHS Quality Improvement Scotland had responsibility 
for ‘improving the care and treatment delivered by NHS Scotland’. They were also working 
towards making NHS Scotland a world leader in healthcare quality, based on ‘person 
centeredness, patient safety and clinical effectiveness.’

There were calls for full implementation of the Equality Bill in Scotland to ensure the 
eradication of age discrimination in goods, facilities and services. The Government 
pledged their full support for the Equality Bill.

Another area of concern was the provision of a range of social and educational 
opportunities ‘to help sustain older people’s quality of life and maintain good mental and 
physical health regardless of where they live’.  In responding the Government suggested 
that this is up to older people themselves through their social networks. They cited 
evidence that people who are involved in their community ‘have better mental health and 
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well-being than those who do not have such connections’. Reference was made to the 
Scottish Centre for Intergenerational Practice (funded by the Scottish Government) to 
foster contacts and relationships through the generations. Attention was drawn to the 
National Forum on Ageing Futures Group’s second report - Learning through Life: Older 
people – the forgotten generation?  This report looked at the state of lifelong learning in 
Scotland and made suggestions for better ways of publicising courses available, together 
with information on financial assistance being accessible. 

A recurring theme was the importance of allowing older people to speak for themselves, to 
identify and raise their own issues, to set their own agendas and to have access to formal 
ways of doing this.  The current Reshaping Care and Dementia Strategy initiatives were 
both plans where older people were consulted. It was observed that SOPA was a way of 
helping to empower older people. 

Consultation processes were discussed and the need to give feedback when older people 
are consulted.  The Scottish Government referred to its Consultation: Good Practice 
Guidance which stated that ‘a full report of the analysis of consultation responses should 
always be produced, providing in-depth discussion of the consultation responses; 
feedback should be provided to all respondents and consultees.’

Negative portrayals of older people was a concern to delegates. The Government cited 
their See the person, not the age  campaign  as a way to counter this, with much publicity 
in the media.  The response stated that ‘older people are active in a myriad of ways, 
contributing to life on a daily basis, and they should keep up the good work.’

The final issue was on difficulties in attracting local and central government money for 
voluntary services, leading in some cases to fewer services for vulnerable people.  The 
reply was that ‘Under the Concordat with CoSLA, grants and other funding support for third 
sector organisations was increasingly the responsibility of local authorities and other public 
bodies. Delivery decisions are made locally, reflecting local knowledge and understanding.’

The responses given to the priorities and 
issues raised at this first Assembly showed 
that the Government, local authorities and 
other agencies were already addressing the 
majority of topics of concern.  Although it was 
apparent that many older people did not 
experience positive outcomes in all the areas 
discussed, there was hope that the 
measures in place, together with information 
on current issues, would lead to 
improvement in quality of life in the future.
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Agnes McGroarty from Glasgow joined the Older People’s 
Consultative Forum (OPCF) in 2004. She noticed there was more 
representation from organisations than from older people 
themselves, which created an imbalance.  She understood the 
Forum’s role at the time to be resolving issues facing people around 
free personal care and concessionary travel.  As a former nurse, 
she was well aware of the importance of quality care and mobility in 
later life.

”Concessionary travel has been a great success in enabling people to get out and 
about. I think the OPCF should have engaged more closely with CoSLA in the debate 
around free personal care – a lesson to be learned! Growing numbers of older people 
are isolated and unable to cope, and need others to advocate for them. How can we 
ensure that people feel safe in their homes, for example?  Also carers need to be 
supported in providing care for loved ones at home, saving a fortune in public spending 
- sometimes at great cost to themselves. SOPA members could be empowered to raise 
questions around older people’s care in areas where the local authority fails to deliver 
adequately.  A working group could take this work forward in dialogue with the relevant 
agencies. 

I think SOPA is a great idea and I have had the privilege of being SOPA Chairperson 
for two years. When I visited the Northern Ireland Pensioners’ Parliament I found it to 
be similar to our Assembly. It is well attended by MLAs (Members of the Stormont 
Assembly) and MPs, who take issues forward with the relevant Committees in 
Stormont and Westminster. Older people there have some of the same concerns as 
Scottish people regarding the high costs of heating, and personal care.  I am struck by 
the quality of interaction between MLAs and older people, and would like to see this 
level of interaction in Scotland.  Politicians need to remember that older people are key 
voters!”

                                                             Agnes McGroarty, Scottish Seniors Alliance
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Second Assembly - 2010

The second Assembly was held in the 
Glasgow Royal Concert Hall on 10th 
November 2010.  It was organised by 
SOPA steering group and included 
representatives from Age Scotland; 
Alzheimer Scotland; Edinburgh City 
Council; COSLA; Dumfries and 
Galloway Seniors Forum; National 
Pensioners Convention; The Scottish 
Government; Scottish Pensioners 
Association; Scottish Pensioners 
Forum; Scottish Senior Alliance; STUC 

and WRVS.  Andrew Jackson of WRVS was the chair of the steering group.150 delegates 
from all the regions in Scotland were welcomed to the Assembly by Diana Findlay of 
Scottish Borders Elderly Forum.  

Following responses from the 2009 Assembly, the emphasis was on enabling older people 
to give their experiences and opinions. The opening address, from an older person’s point 
of view, was given by Nell McFadden of the Inverclyde Elderly Forum.

Shona Robison, Minister for Health and Sport, delivered the keynote speech and pledged 
on-going support for the Assembly by the Scottish Government –‘ an event organised by 
older people, for older people’. She confirmed the Scottish Government’s continuing 
commitment to free personal and nursing care, together with free bus passes for older 
people.  She made reference to current work being carried out on ‘reshaping care services  
in the light of our ageing population’. 

The Minister announced that agreement had been reached between the Scottish 
Government and leaders in local government and health boards on establishing pooled 
budgets to effect improvements in older people’s services delivered by health and social 
care providers. She also referred to the hopes for ‘reducing delayed discharges, reducing 
unplanned emergency admissions to hospital and making innovative use of Care Home 
placements alongside improvements in care-at-home provision and housing related 
support.’  She highlighted the initiative the Government had taken to help vulnerable older 
people by launching a care helpline and by introducing strategies for dealing with 
dementia and diabetes.

Five themed workshops took place in the morning and afternoon:   

Voices and Empowerment covered the ‘digital divide’ and led to discussion focussed on 
ensuring older people across Scotland had access to broadband and appropriate training.  
‘Giving older people a voice’ was another theme. 

21



Ageism, Human Rights and Equalities explored ‘how care regulators, providers and 
service users need a programme of awareness raising and capacity building, and how 
human rights approach to adult protection is developing a respect in health care settings.’ 

Resources looked at the area of funding with particular reference to the need for the 
Government to continue to support adult learning.

Wellbeing and Opportunities covered issues which included looking at how older people 
could be involved in an active social life.

Care in the Community is self-explanatory. (See photo below).  

At the afternoon Plenary session Eugene Duffy spoke about the effect the spending cuts 
will have on public services on which older people depend. 

Andrew Jackson, Chair of the Steering Group, closed the event by informing delegates 
that a postal ballot would be sent out to decide on the main priorities for SOPA because of 
the number of action points raised in the workshops. In February 2011 when the report 
was published the priorities in each workshop were listed. It was decided that in future 
Assemblies feedback on any votes cast would be given on the day.

Following the votes, the top priority for the first workshop was for the creation of a fully 
representative Scottish Pensioners’ Parliament. In workshop 2, most votes were cast for 
the creation of a Scottish Older Person’s Commissioner. The main concern in workshop 3 
was prioritising resources for people with dementia. Transport issues received the top vote 
in the issues raised in workshop 4. Finally, top votes in the Care in the Community 
workshop went to ‘banishing the divide between health and social care’. 

The report of the 2010 Assembly included thanks to Age Scotland from arranging steering 
group meetings from November 2009 to November 2010, to writing up the report. 
Appreciation was also expressed to the Older People and Age Team at the Equality Unit of 
the Scottish Government for their grant of £25,000, without which the Assembly could not 
have gone ahead.  
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Third Assembly -  2011

The third Assembly was held on 25 October 2011 at the Edinburgh International 
Conference Centre. This event was organised by Glenda Watt, Strategy Manager for 
Edinburgh Council’s ‘City for All Ages’, at the invitation of the Steering Group whose Chair 
was Agnes McGroarty (Scottish Seniors Alliance). Other members of the Group included 
Joan Turner, Vice-chair (Scottish Pensions Association), Barbara Barnes (Alzheimer 
Scotland), Betty Farmer (Highland Senior Citizens Network), Diana Findlay (Scottish 
Borders Elder Voice), Elinor McKenzie (Scottish Pensioners Forum), Peter McColl 
(WRVS), and Rohini Sharma Joshi (Trust Housing Association/Equality Scotland). 

The Assembly broke new ground with the introduction of video conferencing.  Gary 
Robertson from BBC Scotland was the facilitator.  The keynote speaker was the Deputy 
First Minister, Nicola Sturgeon MSP, Cabinet Secretary for Health Wellbeing and Cities.  

To quote the Assembly report:

 ‘The 2011 Assembly aimed to demonstrate positive attitudes for and about older people, 
working together, active ageing, intergenerational opportunities and older people’s 
contribution to civil society.’

Steve Webb, Minister for State and Pensions, spoke via a video link from Westminster. 
There were links also with Highland Senior Citizens’ Network; Dumfries and Galloway 
Seniors Forum and from House in the Park, Hamburg, Germany. The latter is a social 
centre for older people which offers a wide range of services including opportunities for 
volunteering for people aged 50 and over. Of around 200 people who work at the ‘House’, 
more than half are volunteers. It is supported by a charitable foundation and receives no 
public funding. The City of Edinburgh Council’s A City for All Ages had previous links with 
this organisation and 40 people from ‘House’ participated in the Assembly by video link.
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There was a discussion on “The Voice of a Generation – Are you being heard?” which took 
place with members of the Scottish Youth Parliament and older people from Edinburgh’s 
‘A City for All Ages’ Advisory Group. 

Following the Assembly, actions listed below were recommended to be taken forward to 
local and national government and their partners and for older people themselves to 
pursue at community level:

• UK Government (Department of Work and Pensions) – to include the voice of 
Scottish older people in the development of legislation, policies and services 
relating to pensions and welfare benefits.

• Scottish Government - to continue to support the Scottish Older People’s Assembly 
and the integration of older people in the development of legislation, policies and 
services.

• Scottish Parliament – to facilitate and build on the involvement of older people and 
their views in the work of the Cross Party Group (CPG) for Older People and Ageing 
and to make good use of the Public Petitions committee.

• Older People’s Consultative Forum – to agree and identify Scottish representation 
on the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) UK Advisory Forum on Ageing. 
The Forum membership includes representatives from older people’s groups, 
devolved nations, Government Offices and older people themselves. 

• Local Authorities and NHS Boards - to facilitate the involvement, engagement and 
integration of older people such as Scotland’s national Dementia Strategy and the 
Reshaping Care for Older People programme and the implementation of the 
Change Fund action plans.

• Communities and Individuals – to positively facilitate and promote the voice and 
needs of older people through existing structures such as Community Councils, 
social enterprises, voluntary organisations and forums for older people.

• Scottish Older People’s Assembly Steering Group - to review the role of the 
Steering Group and the outcomes from the 2011 and previous Scottish Older 
People’s Assembly events to take forward and refresh future arrangements for the 
Assembly.

• Scottish Youth Parliament - to continue to build links between older people’s issues 
and other generations.

24



Fourth Assembly - 2012

The fourth Assembly organised by Glenda Watt of City of Edinburgh Council, was held in 
the Edinburgh International Conference Centre on 2nd November 2012, with 265 
participants. The event was facilitated by Gary Robertson from BBC Radio Scotland.  
Video links were set up to link with groups in Inverness, Aberdeen and County Louth, 
Ireland, and Australia.  The Assembly celebrated older adults contributions to the 
community and the family, and also explored older people’s experience of care, in their 
own home, day centre, hospital or care home.  Discussions explored challenges, 
examples of good practice, and the importance of compassionate care. 

Agnes McGroarty, Chair of the SOPA Steering Group, wrote in the Assembly Report, that 
the event celebrated older people in Scotland who play a crucial role in the economy and 
in their communities, through paid employment and voluntary work. They share their 
experience and knowledge, and help their families and others who have caring 
responsibilities. “These contributions can only be ensured if the older population enjoy 
good health, a reasonable income, and if the Scottish Government addresses our needs in 
an inclusive and compassionate way”.  

The video links to Inverness, Aberdeen, Ireland and Australia also served to highlight 2012 
as European Year of Active Ageing and Solidarity between Generations, and the World 
Health Organisation’s role in promoting age-friendly cities and communities. Unfortunately, 
technical problems with some video connections prevented certain groups from viewing 
the Assembly in its entirety. However the nine webcasts from the 2012 Assembly can be 
viewed by clicking here. 
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Contributors
A film featuring Nell McFadden MBE, Chairperson of Inverclyde 
Elderly Forum, was played in the auditorium as people arrived. 
She described her difficult childhood, death in the family, and 
being plagued with depression after retirement. Hesitantly, she 
followed her doctor’s advice to “get out into the community and be 
involved”.  Nell began volunteering, and then joined the Inverclyde 
Elderly Forum to improve the quality of life of older people. She 
has never looked back.

The programme began with a video message from Alex Neil, Cabinet Secretary for Health 
and Wellbeing. He spoke about the Government’s commitment to provide quality services, 
given that the number of older people aged 75+ in Scotland is expected to increase by 
84% by 2033.  He pledged his commitment to continue concessionary travel and free 
personal care. He saw older people as part of the solution and welcomed their insights. 

A Skype connection followed to Dr Rick Swindell of Brisbane University, Australia. He is a 
co-founder of U3A Online, the world’s first virtual University of the Third Age.  It has helped 
isolated older people and disabled younger people in many countries to make new social 
and learning networks around the world. He described the value of continuing to learn in 
later life and wished the Assembly every success.

The key event to follow was a platform conversation between Scottish civil servants and 
policy-makers from key health and social care organisations (listed below), followed by a 
heated question and answer session.  

• Kathleen Bessos, Scottish Government’s Depute Director for Reshaping Care of 
Older People and Health and Social Care Integration

• Ron Culley, CoSLA’s Chief Officer Health and Social Care
• David Cumming, Care Inspectorate’s Director of Operations
• Frances Elliott, Health Improvement Scotland’s Chief Executive
• Hugh Masters, Scottish Government’s Policy Lead for Care of Vulnerable Adults 

and Older People.

SOPA Film - ‘Moose in the Hoose’.  To highlight the importance of staying active and 
engaged in later life, SOPA commissioned committee member and lifelong learning tutor 
Dr Val Bissland to make two short films for the Assembly. The first film involved volunteers 
from the Edinburgh-based organisation called ACE-IT. It trains older volunteers to help 
residents in care homes enjoy aspects of using computers - from contacting relatives on 
Skype to using the Internet to access music and film. The befriending that results brings 
mutual benefits to volunteers and inmates. Click to view on YouTube. The discussion 
afterwards reiterated the need to stay socially engaged.

Video Link - Talking and Listening. After lunch a link to Dalbeattie allowed participants to 
hear from a woman over 50 whose low mood had changed for the better from a talking 
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and listening project involving the local GP and the community chaplain. She was now 
actively seeking work

Scenario role-play - The main thrust of the afternoon session was a role play session led 
by Napier University’s Dr Stephen Smith. The scene focused on compassionate care and 
the way a GP handled an older couple’s consultation. The scenario, gamely acted out by 
Committee members Joan Turner, Alan Sidaway and Tom Berney, as the GP (left to right 
below), highlighted the values and cultural aspects that shape our experiences. The round 
table discussions which followed brought out clearly how the sensitivities of care can be so 
easily overlooked. Dr Smith pointed out how seeing different perspectives in such 
scenarios can open the eyes of professionals to compassionate care in action.

SOPA Film - ‘Raising the Rhythms’. This second film shot in a daycare centre run by 
Alzheimer Scotland in Inverness, showed an elderly woman using a computer programme 
called Hyperscore to compose a simple melody in a one-to-one session with the centre 
manager. She talks about the immense benefits of music to lifting the spirits of older 
people and staff. Seeing people with dementia learning to do something also dispels the 
myth that such activities are impossible. Click here to view on YouTube.

Netwell Centre Link - A County Louth group described their project that liaised between 
statutory and non-statutory care services as part of the WHO Global Age Friendly Cities 
Network. 

Outcomes from the contributors, films, video linking, question and 
answer sessions and evaluation forms. 

Many delegates expressed their frustration with speakers from the statutory organisations, 
and described the credibility gap between many older people’s direct experience of care, 
and the policies of the Scottish Government and the care sector.  A motion of no 
confidence in the Care Inspectorate was proposed on the Inverness video link during the 
afternoon discussions and was passed by a show of hands. Subsequently the SOPA 
Steering Group proposed these actions:

1. The Scottish Government with the Care Inspectorate addresses the motion of No 
Confidence. Secondly, it continues to support SOPA and the integration of older 
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people’s voice and experience in developing policies, services and legislation at 
strategic and local levels.

2. The Scottish Parliament promotes and builds on the inclusion of older people in the 
work of Cross Party Groups and the Public Petitions Committee

3. Local Authorities and NHS Boards work together to improve the quality of care and  
facilitate the integration of older people’s voice and experience in the 
implementation of services and policies, especially personalised care and support.

4. Voluntary organisations, individuals and communities plan and develop ways to 
engage older people in the governance of care and support in all care settings.

5. The SOPA Steering Group call on the Care Inspectorate, Healthcare Improvement 
Scotland, and all Local Authorities and Health Boards to work strategically with 
older people and their carers, to ensure that care in all settings is of a consistently 
high standard across Scotland.

6. The SOPA Steering Group will review the evaluation of SOPA 2012, the role and 
membership of the OPCF and the SOPA Steering Group, to refresh and take 
forward arrangements for future Assemblies and the OPCF.   

Fifth Assembly - 2013

Strategic Review in March and April

The SOPA Steering Group worked through a strategic review to redefine SOPA’s role and 
remit in preparation for the 2013 conference.  A funding bid was submitted by Glenda Watt 
(City of Edinburgh Council) to the Scottish Government on behalf of the Group to deliver 
the Assembly, in close association with the Scottish Racial Equality Council and Regional 
Assemblies of Age Scotland.  This new dimension would bring closer engagement with a 
broader range of views, expanding SOPA’s role to represent more older people. 

Two strategy workshops with Steering Group members in March and April developed plans  
for the Assembly, and reviewed the role of the Older People’s Consultative Forum. This led 
to the decision to rename the OPCF as the ‘SOPA Committee’ to avoid confusion and 
perceived duplication. It would have the following roles:

• to meet with Ministers and high level civil servants on a quarterly basis
• to learn about and influence policy and legislation
• to arrange the annual Assembly.

Specific roles of the SOPA Committee and its members are:
• to represent older people in their constituent groups
• to convey their views and experience in Committees, consultations and other

events, and
• to communicate these views to the Scottish and Westminster Governments, and 

public sector bodies. 
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SOPA should help to build capacity and the voice of older people by sharing opportunities, 
resources and good practice.  It is accountable to the older population as represented at 
the Annual Assembly, and the Scottish Government as the funding body.  The Assembly 
programme would include representation from the Scottish Equality Councils and 
delegates at Age Scotland’s Regional Assemblies, ensuring greater participation and more 
diverse views and experiences.  Action points will be taken forward from each Assembly, 
inviting responses from relevant public bodies.  This will enable SOPA to be a constructive 
voice, monitoring the implementation of relevant policies, and engaging regularly with 
officials and Ministers.  

The SOPA Committee commissioned a mapping exercise on priorities and gap areas from 
Edinburgh Napier University to provide examples of engagement and co-productive 
activity with older people. The Scottish Government’s work on co-production and 
community capacity building is aimed at supporting the implementation of the Reshaping 
Care of Older People Change Fund. 

The priority long-term goal of SOPA was agreed:

‘Build credibility as a body and consolidate the democratic role played by the Assembly 
members as active citizens’. 

SOPA Assembly 2013

The fifth SOPA Assembly took place in Edinburgh on December 5, 2013. However severe 
weather conditions disrupted transport across Scotland, and many speakers and 
delegates were unable to travel. However, 85 people managed to attend. 13  delegates 
met independently in Inverness with the same agenda of Active Citizenship and the Impact 
of Welfare Reform on older people. Because of the disruption in Edinburgh the day’s 
events were telescoped into the morning.  

Film - ‘Grandparents as Kinship Carers’.  Delegates were able to watch the film 
commissioned by SOPA to highlight a group of older people who often remain in the 
shadows. Two unrelated  grandparents talk movingly of the challenges they face taking on 
full parental responsibilities for their grandchildren, often receiving fewer payments than 
foster parents. Click to view. (Film production by Committee Member Val Bissland.)

Film - ‘Productive Citizenship’. This involved delegates at Age Scotland Regional 
Assemblies talking about the benefits of being active and involved in meeting and working 
with others to maintain health and wellbeing. This included taking up new hobbies, fund-
raising, volunteering and campaigning.  This is especially true for people who suffer 
loneliness or a lack of purpose in life, and for older people in rural areas.  Click to view.

Presentation - “Active, engaged…. and visible!”  Liz O’Neill, Vice-Chair of SOPA spoke 
humorously and eloquently on this theme. She reflected the thoughts of many people in 
the room when she said   “I want to be a ‘Grey Panther’, a ‘Silver Fox’. I want to be heard 
and listened to!”
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Minister’s Speech - Shona Robison, Minister for Commonwealth Games and Sport & 
Equalities was caught up in the travel disruption. However, her speech and answers to 
Committee members’ written questions are available online.  She mentioned that 
standards of care had been taken forward, and that SOPA would be involved in the current 
care reviews. The Scottish Government has funded Highland Senior Citizens Network to 
produce a DVD to raise awareness of the care experiences and she applauded the vital 
contributions people make as volunteers.  

SOPA Seminars 

Because many 
delegates did not 
make the Assembly, 
seminars were run in 
Aberdeen, Glasgow 
and Edinburgh early 
in 2014.  

The seminar programme was designed to capture the views of a wider audience, and 
include these in the Assembly Report, to present to Scottish and Westminster 
Governments. Decisions on how best to use the Assembly findings and regional seminars, 
and develop them as an evidence base for further dialogue with Ministers were discussed 
at the SOPA strategy workshop in March 2014.  

Joan Turner was SOPA Vice-Chair, representing the Scottish 
Pensions Association until 2013. A community activist, she 
currently organises a YAHOO group (Young At Heart, Open 
Outlook) which provides activities for older people with few 
opportunities to go out and socialise.  

“I believe that SOPA’s role is now more complex and demanding.  
It is organised more tightly, with regular meetings, contact with 
Ministers, newsletters, and greater inclusion of people from BME 

and LBGT communities. A major issue is that many younger retired people aren’t 
interested in taking up voluntary roles, and the ageing population may find fewer 
activities available. A most pressing need is a place where people can come together 
in a sociable setting. As I am less physically able now I have approached some newly-
retired people to help, but they don’t seem interested. How do we cater for the needs 
of age ranges from around 60 to over 100!? The activities that do exist are often 
organised by the same people. Also families are more dispersed now, and many can’t 
offer the support that’s needed.‘                                                                                                  
         Joan Turner, Edinburgh

30

http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/sopa13
http://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/sopa13


Final Remarks

The production of this history shows clear evidence of constant change over the past 10 
years with increasing engagement by older people. Finding information was at times 
challenging as some key organisations no longer exist, people in central roles have moved 
on, and positions have become redundant. There has been change in political 
administration in Scotland and Westminster, and gaps in records and documents over the 
years. However, the report provides proof of the impact of Scottish devolution on older 
people, and how they have positively impacted on national policies and legislation.  

The structures which have been developed to engage with Scotland’s older people have 
opened the door to more positive thinking about the role they play in society and the 
contributions they make to the country and its people. Many of the interviewees described 
their satisfaction and fulfilment being part of the annual Assembly, having meetings with 
Ministers, and close contact with leading officers in statutory care agencies.

Many pieces of the jigsaw described in Part 1, together with new information, have formed 
a coherent picture of older people contributing as active citizens to Scotland’s democracy.  
An ageing population will be an enduring feature of modern life in many societies, and 
Scotland can lead the way in showing what can be achieved by capitalising on older  
people’s voice and experience.

Brid Cullen and Dianna Wolfson, SOPA Committee, March 2014
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Appendix

SOPA Committee 2013/14

Age Scotland: Brian Sloan. brian.sloan@agescotland.org.uk

Alzheimer Scotland: Barbara Barnes. barbarabarnes78@gmail.com

City of Edinburgh Council: Glenda Watt. glenda.watt@edinburgh.gov.uk

Dumfries & Galloway Seniors Forum: John White. john.white306@virgin.net

Faith in Older People: Dianne Wolfson (New member pending)

Generations Working Together: Alison Clyde. alison@generationsworkingtogether.org

National Forum on Ageing Futures Group: Yvonne Coull. yvonnecoullmc@yahoo.com

Highland Senior Citizens Network: Hazel Allen. enquiries@hscn.co.uk (New member pending)

Human Development Scotland: Christine Wilson. cjw1537@aol.com

Inclusion Scotland:  Bill Scott bill@inclusionscotland.org

Interfaith Association: Bashir A Malik bashirmalik1@yahoo.co.uk

LGBT Age: Tim Puntis tim@puntis.net

National Forum on Older Volunteering: Brid Cullen. consultancycullen@gmail.com

National Pensioners Convention Scotland: Alan Sidaway. alansidaway91@yahoo.co.uk

NHS Scotland Mental Health and Wellbeing in Later Life: Liz O’Neill. lizoneill21@aol.com

Scottish Pensioners Forum: Margaret Murdoch. margaret.murdoch@outlook.com

Scottish Seniors Alliance: Agnes McGroarty. agnespye@gmail.com

Trust Housing Association (Equality Scotland): Rohini Sharma Joshi. rsharma@trustha.org.uk	
  

RVSP: Peter McColl peter.mccoll@wrvs.org.uk

Scottish Borders Elder Voice: Diana Findlay. diana.findley@btinternet.com

Scottish Government, Equality Unit:  David Hamilton.  david.hamilton@scotland.gsi.gov.uk

Scottish Government, Reshaping Care: Mike Liddle. mike.liddle@scotland.gsi.gov.uk

Seniors Together South Lanarkshire: Helen Biggins.  biggins803@btinternet.com

U3A in Scotland: Tom Berney. t.berney@blueyonder.co.uk

University of Strathclyde, Centre for Lifelong Learning: Val Bissland.  v.bissland@strath.ac.uk 

Be+y	
  Farmer,	
  Cathy	
  Hewit,	
  Rose	
  Jackson,	
  Cathy	
  Leach,	
  Eric Souter and Joan Turner also served on the 
SOPA Committee from 2011 to 2013.
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